
Grants to Start a Business. Is it possible or not? 
 
What is a “Grant”? 
 
First, let’s define what the grant is. According to Wikipedia, grants are “non-
repayable funds or products disbursed or gifted by one party (grant 
makers), often a government department, corporation, foundation or trust, 
to a recipient, often (but not always) a nonprofit entity, educational 
institution, business or an individual.” 
 
By this definition, any capital that is injected to your business by a third 
party without any liability to repay or taking a piece of ownership of your 
business can be called a grant. 
 
Are Grants real? Can you start/grow a business with that? 
Second and perhaps the most important question is. Is there such thing as a 
grant for business in real life? 
 
The answer is YES. Think of a business plan competition in college. Some 
colleges actually offer cash awards to college students who are seriously 
considering starting a business with the business plan they submitted to the 
business plan competition. In this case, the cash award the students win is a 
“grant.” 
 
In fact, there is a company called BrandYourself.com that has used to grow 
with cash award it had won from a business plan competition. According to 
the company blog, BrandYourself.com had won a cash award ($10K) from 
the Panasci Business Plan Competition hosted by Syracuse University. The 
company provides an online reputation management software to business 
professionals and was featured on the SharkTank.  
 
At SCORE, we have a program called SCORE’s American Small Business 
Championship and SCORE Awards that comes with a cash prize of $15,000 
to the winners. 
 
For low-income families, there is a program called Individual Development 
Account, a special type saving account that matches deposits of low-to-
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moderate income savers. For every dollar saved in an IDA, savers receive an 
additional dollar (or sometimes more, depending on each program). Money 
that’s saved in the IDA can be used to fund job training, going to school, 
purchasing a home, or start a business. 
 
What about Uncle Sam, our government? 
The federal government has a grant/contract program called the Small 
Business Innovation Research to help small businesses with Research and 
Development projects with the potential for commercialization.  
 
For example, SBIR has recently awarded a cash grant to a company that’s 
developing a lithium-batteries, which is one of the most critical 
components for an electric car. 
 
Other than government money and college-level business plan 
competitions, there are other grants programs out there. Often these 
grants program either specifically target certain sectors or cash-prize is 
simply too small AND hard to win. You can find more information on this 
from the grant list we provide at the resource library. 
 
 
So should you consider a grant as a go-to capital source for starting your 
business? 
 
The answer is NOT AT ALL. There are several reasons for it: 

1. Lack of Reliability. Most grant programs come and go. Since I  began 
research in 2015, I have seen at least 3-5 grant program stopped 
continuing its program without notice. So you find a grant program 
and by the time you begin an application, the grant program might 
be gone.  
And often times grant programs come out without notice as well. So 
it’s really hard to find grant programs unless you set up a Google 
alert on keywords like “Grant” and “For-business” and get regular 
updates. Perhaps the only reliable grant program that’s out there is 
the SBIR program run by Small Business Administration.  

2. Small number of grant programs. At any given time, there are at 
least thousands of loan products and thousands of investors. Grant? 
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Maybe like 50-100 nationwide. Because every grant program has 
very specific criteria on type of businesses it funds, realistically 
speaking, you have 3-5 grant programs to apply for at any given time. 

3. Slim chance of Winning Grant. Obviously, you are not the only one 
who wants that free money. The SBIR program awards only 10-20 
percent of applications it receives. Other grant programs also have 
very slim chance of winning. Math is simple here: Low supply + high 
demand = high competition = low chance of winning. 

4. Award itself is not great amount. If you’re talking about grant 
programs that target general businesses—like mom-n-pop stores, 
you’re talking about a couple thousand dollars cash award at the 
most. Individual Development Account, the special savings programs 
where a sponsor organization matches every dollar a saver saves, 
often limits its award at around $2,500. Business plan competitions 
and SBIR grants award bigger sum of money than other programs but 
often it’s not that big amount compared to the amount of capital 
that is required to develop a highly-advanced technological product, 
like aforementioned lithium-batteries. By the way, the company that 
develops the lithium battery was awarded $150,000 from the SBIR. 
That’s about the annual salary of an electrical engineer who develops 
the lithium batteries. For a project like this, at least tens of engineers 
are involved.  

5. You have to put up your money anyway. When BrandYourself.com 
was founded, the founders had to spend their own money to start a 
business before winning the business plan competition which had 
taken them at least 2-3 months to prepare and win.  

6. Too many scammers. In this FREE GOVERNMENT MONEY sector, 
there are too many scammers trying to reap you off. One of the 
SCORE Mentors, Dick Mader, has done some investigations and 
found that all “Grants Assistance” organizations make a lot of money 
selling a scheme to help you apply for government grants that never 
really pan out. In one particular case, there was one radio advertiser 
that signs up grant seekers for a year of service, and then at the end 
of the year will claim more time is needed as grant money will 
becoming available next month.  They offer clients a 15% discount to 
extend service for an additional year.  And guess what… many who 
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don’t have that extra money will sign up again with high hopes, only 
to continue the waste and frustration.  

 
So what’s the deal here? 
When it comes to grants, there are two things to remember: BE REALISTIC. 
And BE STRATEGIC. 
 
BE REALISTIC and ACCEPT that: 

 There is a slim chance of winning grant. 

 Grant programs are hard to find, and at often times it can be non-
existent. 

 You will not be qualified for most of the grant programs out there. 
 There will always be scammers who will be trying to you reap you off 

with empty promises. 

 Even if you win, the award amount would be often much smaller 
than you anticipated. 

 
BE STRATEGIC and REMEMBER that: 

 If you haven’t already done so, it’s a great opportunity to write a 
business plan for your business as most grant programs require 
submission of your business plan. 

 Some grant programs work as a more-or-less popularity contest, and 
it’s a great opportunity to reach out to your community and ask for 
support. Along the way, you will learn at least something about 
Public Relations and/or marketing. 

 Grant award is an extra money that will help you grow your business, 
not a major source of funding. 

 Grant award, or even getting to the final round, would add you some 
credibility to your business. 

 Pursue it when you have some down time and would like to re-assess 
your business. Business plan competitions have judges who will 
decide to award you a grant or not. Judges ask tough questions and 
you need to be able to answer them effectively in order to win grant. 

 Likewise it’s never good idea to apply for grant programs when 
you’re busy. The application process is often time consuming and can 
be very grueling. 

 



REMEMBER the Vast Majority—99.999999%— of Businesses Started 
Without GRANT! 
SCORE research shows that most successful small businesses start with a 
fresh idea, detailed planning, bulldog determination and funds that come 
from private sources.  As Jim Weidman, spokesman for the National 
Federation of Small Business points out: “Most small businesses are started 
with a very small amount of money, around $5,000.   People come up with 
it out of their personal savings, or by borrowing from friends or family. They 
value the funds because it is their own and they have more long-term 
success.”  Examples of those that started successful businesses without 
government help include Larry Ellison who, with $2000 of his own savings 
started Oracle, the software company. Mary Kay Ash was working for 
others when she started Mary Kay Cosmetics. Carl Karcher started with a 
rented hot dog cart and developed his business into Carl’s Jr. restaurants.   
 
If you would like to talk about your business dream, contact SCORE. More 
than ninety volunteer business counselors in Los Angeles County donate 
their time to provide free confidential business assistance to 
entrepreneurs.  SCORE is a nonprofit organization, which has served more 
than five million small business owners throughout the nation.   Contact 
SCORE through your local Chambers of Commerce or SCORE’s website: 
https://losangeles.score.org/ 

 
 
Jason Kim, a SCORE counselor.  
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