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1 What Exactly Is a Start-Up?

A start-up is not simply a "new business." It is a young organisation built around an untested idea, racing against time and
uncertainty to find a product that the market truly wants, and then to grow it rapidly.

The word "start-up" is used loosely in everyday conversation to mean any new company. In its proper sense, however, a start-up is a young
enterprise, usually founded by one or a small group of entrepreneurs, that is built around a new product, service or business model and is
designed to grow quickly. Three features set a start-up apart from an ordinary new shop or firm:

® |t is built on an unproven idea. A start-up usually does not copy an existing, well-tested business model exactly. It tries to do something new,
or to do an old thing in a substantially new way.

® |t operates under high uncertainty. Nobody knows in advance whether customers will actually pay for the product, whether the technology
will work at scale, or whether the business model will hold up. The start-up's early life is essentially a search for a repeatable and scalable way

of doing business.

e |t aims for rapid, scalable growth. A start-up does not merely want steady, linear growth like a traditional shop adding one more branch a
year. It is structured — in its technology, its capital structure and its ambition — to grow at a fast pace, often by serving a very large market.

In India, the Government has given the term a formal definition as well. Under the Startup India initiative administered by the Department for
Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT), an entity is recognised as a "start-up" broadly if it is incorporated as a private limited company,
registered partnership firm or limited liability partnership; if it is less than ten years old from the date of incorporation; if its annual turnover has
not exceeded Rs. 100 crore in any financial year since incorporation; and if it is working towards innovation, development or improvement of
products, processes or services, or has a scalable business model with high potential for employment generation or wealth creation. Such
recognised start-ups become eligible for tax benefits, easier compliance, and access to government funding schemes, which we shall return to later
in this guide.

2 Start-Up vs. Small Business vs. Established Company

It helps to place the start-up alongside two familiar neighbours — the small traditional business, and the large established company — to see
clearly where it stands.

Aspect Traditional Small Business Start-Up Established Company
Business Model Known, proven (a shop, a clinic, a small New or unproven; being discovered Mature and stable
factory)
Growth Intent Steady, organic, local Rapid, often national or global Incremental, planned
Risk Level Moderate Very high; many fail Comparatively low
Funding Source Own savings, bank loan Founders, angels, venture capital Retained earnings, banks, capital markets
Profitability Expected from early days Often deferred for years in favour of Established and expected
Timeline growth
Typical Exit Passed on within family, or sold quietly Acquisition, stock market listing (IPO) Continues operating; may already be
listed

This is not to say a start-up is "better" than a small business — both have their place in the economy. But understanding the difference matters
greatly for an entrepreneur, because the choices around funding, governance, hiring and even personal lifestyle differ sharply between the two
paths.



3 The Idea That Matters

An idea by itself has never built a company. But the right idea, pursued with relentless execution, is the seed from which every
successful start-up has grown.

Every start-up begins life as an idea in someone's head. Yet experienced investors will tell you that ideas, by themselves, are not particularly rare
or valuable — what is rare is an idea married to the right team, the right timing and the discipline to execute it well. Still, not all ideas are equally
worth pursuing. A genuinely promising start-up idea tends to show several of the following characteristics:

3.1 It Solves a Real and Painful Problem

The strongest start-ups are built around a problem that a meaningful number of people or businesses experience often, and feel strongly enough
about, that they are willing to pay to have it solved. An idea that merely makes life marginally more convenient seldom commands the urgency

needed to build a paying customer base quickly.

3.2 The Market Is Large Enough

Investors and founders alike speak of the "Total Addressable Market" or TAM — the overall size of the opportunity if the product captured its
entire potential audience. A brilliant solution to a problem faced by only a handful of people will struggle to become a venture-scale business,
however elegant the solution.

3.3 There Is a Genuine Point of Difference

The idea must offer something meaningfully better, cheaper, faster or simpler than what already exists — whether through technology, a new
business model, superior service, or access to an underserved segment of customers.

3.4 The Idea Is Scalable

A start-up idea should, in principle, be capable of serving ten times or a hundred times as many customers without the cost of serving each
additional customer rising in proportion. This is what allows a young company to go from a handful of users to millions, without its costs growing
at the same pace.

3.5 The Timing Is Right

Many good ideas fail simply because they arrived too early, before the necessary technology, infrastructure, customer behaviour or regulation was
ready — and many ordinary ideas have become extraordinary businesses simply because they arrived at exactly the right moment. The explosive
growth of digital payments and e-commerce in India after the spread of affordable smartphones and inexpensive mobile data is a clear example of
timing meeting opportunity.

3.6 The Founder Has a Genuine Connection to the Problem

This is sometimes called "founder-market fit." Founders who have personally experienced the problem they are solving, or who have deep domain
knowledge of the industry, tend to build more resilient companies, because they understand the customer's pain intuitively rather than only
theoretically.

A BANKER'S PERSPECTIVE

Having reviewed countless business proposals over a long banking career, one learns that an idea is only the opening sentence of a much
longer story. What follows — the team, the discipline of execution, the management of cash, and the relationship with the customer — is
what actually decides whether the story ends well. As the well-worn adage in start-up circles goes: the idea is perhaps one per cent of the
success; execution is the remaining ninety-nine.



4 Step-by-Step: How a Start-Up Is Launched

While every start-up's journey has its own twists, most successful ones pass through a broadly similar sequence of stages. Set out below is a practical, step-by-step flow

that an entrepreneur can use as a working roadmap.

Ideation and Problem Validation
Identify a specific problem worth solving. Talk to potential customers directly, before writing a single line of code or spending a single rupee, to confirm that the
problem is real and sufficiently painful.

Market Research and Competitive Analysis
Study the size of the market, existing players, their strengths and gaps, pricing patterns, and regulatory considerations. This stage sharpens the idea into a clear,
differentiated proposition.

Building a Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
Build the simplest possible version of the product that still solves the core problem, so that real feedback can be gathered quickly and cheaply, rather than

guessing what customers want.

Testing and Validating with Early Customers
Offer the MVP to a small set of early or "pilot" customers. Measure whether they actually use it, return to it, and would be willing to pay for it. Use this feedback

to refine the product before scaling.

Choosing the Legal Structure and Registering the Business

Decide on the appropriate legal form — typically a Private Limited Company in India for start-ups intending to raise external capital, though a Limited Liability
Partnership (LLP) or sole proprietorship may suit certain ventures. Register with the Ministry of Corporate Affairs, obtain GST registration, open a current
account, and where eligible, obtain DPIIT "Start-up India" recognition for the associated tax and compliance benefits.

Assembling the Founding Team
Bring together co-founders and early employees whose skills complement each other — typically a blend of product, technology, sales and operations capability

— and formalise founder agreements covering equity split, roles and vesting at the very outset, to avoid disputes later.

Preparing a Business Plan and Financial Model
Draft a clear business plan covering the problem, solution, target customer, revenue model, competitive landscape and a realistic financial projection — including

how much capital is needed and for what specific purposes (this is also essential when approaching investors).

Raising Seed Capital
Raise the first round of external funding — commonly from personal savings, family, friends, angel investors or an early-stage/seed fund — sufficient to build the
product properly and acquire the first meaningful base of paying customers.

Refining the Product and Achieving Product-Market Fit
Use customer data and feedback to keep improving the product until there is clear evidence that a substantial segment of the market genuinely wants it —

visible through strong repeat usage, low customer churn, and organic word-of-mouth growth.

Building a Go-to-Market and Customer Acquisition Strategy
Decide how the product will actually reach customers — direct sales, digital marketing, partnerships, marketplaces, or a combination — and begin tracking key

metrics such as the Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) and Customer Lifetime Value (LTV).

Scaling Operations
Once the model is working in a small market, invest in scaling it — building out the team, technology infrastructure, supply chain and operational processes
needed to serve many more customers without the system breaking down.

Raising Growth Capital (Series A and Beyond)
With demonstrated traction, raise larger rounds of funding — typically Series A, B, C and so on — from venture capital firms to fund rapid expansion into new
markets, products or geographies.

Working Towards Sustainable Profitability
Gradually shift the focus from "growth at any cost" towards a sustainable balance of growth and profitability, tightening unit economics and reducing

dependence on continuous external fund-raising.

Considering an Exit or Next Chapter
In time, the founders and investors may consider a strategic acquisition by a larger company, a stock market listing through an Initial Public Offering (IPO), or
continued independent operation as a mature, profitable enterprise.



5 Making It Commercial and Profitable

A start-up that cannot eventually turn its activity into durable profit is, in the end, only an expensive experiment. Commercial success rests on a few
enduring disciplines.

5.1 Choosing the Right Revenue Model

The way a start-up earns money should be deliberately designed, not left to chance. Common revenue models include a subscription fee charged at regular intervals; a
transaction or commission fee on each sale made through the platform; a "freemium" model where a basic version is free and advanced features are paid; advertising
revenue from a large user base; outright sale of goods at a margin; and licensing of technology or intellectual property to other businesses. Many successful companies
combine more than one of these models as they mature.

5.2 Mastering Unit Economics

Perhaps the single most important commercial discipline is ensuring that the value earned from each customer, over the lifetime of the relationship, comfortably
exceeds the cost of acquiring and serving that customer. In simple terms, the Customer Lifetime Value (LTV) must meaningfully exceed the Customer Acquisition Cost
(CAC). A start-up that spends more to acquire a customer than that customer will ever bring in revenue is, in effect, manufacturing a loss with every sale, however

impressive its growth numbers may look.

5.3 Watching the Burn Rate and Runway Closely

"Burn rate" refers to the pace at which a start-up spends its cash reserves each month, and "runway" is the number of months the company can survive at that pace
before it runs out of money. Prudent founders track both figures closely and raise the next round of funding well before the runway becomes dangerously short, rather

than waiting until the company is in a position of weakness.

5.4 Pricing With Discipline

Price should reflect the genuine value delivered to the customer, the cost of delivering the product or service, and the prevailing competitive landscape — rather than
being set purely to undercut rivals. Pricing too low to attract customers quickly is a common and costly early mistake, as it is far harder to raise prices later than to set
them sensibly from the outset.

5.5 Retaining Customers, Not Just Acquiring Them
It is typically far cheaper to retain an existing satisfied customer than to acquire a new one. Start-ups that invest in product quality, customer service and ongoing
engagement tend to build a loyal base that drives profitable, organic growth through referrals, reducing reliance on expensive advertising.

5.6 Building a Durable Competitive Moat
Over time, a commercially successful start-up develops some lasting advantage that is difficult for competitors to copy — this could be a strong brand, proprietary
technology or data, network effects (where the product becomes more valuable as more people use it), exclusive partnerships, or simply superior operational efficiency.

5.7 Knowing When to Pivot

Not every original idea survives contact with the market unchanged. Commercially mature founders remain willing to adapt or even substantially change their product,
customer segment or business model — a "pivot" — when the evidence clearly shows that the original approach is not working, rather than persisting out of attachment

to the initial idea.

A SIMPLE TEST OF COMMERCIAL HEALTH

A useful, simple question for any start-up at any stage is this: if external funding stopped tomorrow, could the business survive on the revenue it earns from its own
customers? The closer the honest answer moves towards "yes," the more commercially sound the venture truly is.



6 WhatIs a Unicorn?

In the world of start-ups, a "unicorn" is a privately held company — one that has not yet listed its shares on a stock exchange — whose value, as assessed
in its most recent fund-raising round, has crossed one billion US dollars.

The term was coined in 2013 by the American venture capitalist Aileen Lee, founder of Cowboy Ventures, who chose the image of a mythical unicorn deliberately — at
the time, a privately held start-up worth a billion dollars was considered almost as rare and fantastical a creature as a unicorn itself. The label caught on quickly across
the global start-up and investment community and remains in everyday use today, even though such companies have since become considerably more common.

It is worth noting precisely what the term does and does not mean. A unicorn's billion-dollar "valuation" is generally based on the price agreed between the company
and its investors in its latest private funding round — it is not the same as a stock market valuation, which is set continuously by public trading, and it is not necessarily
the same as the company's accounting net worth or profit. A start-up can be a unicorn while still being deeply unprofitable; the valuation reflects investors' collective
judgement about its future potential, not its current earnings.

As the population of billion-dollar start-ups has grown over the years, the start-up world has coined further terms to describe even larger companies:

Term Valuation Threshold Illustrative Example

Unicorn US $1 billion or more Most companies discussed in this guide
Decacorn US $10 billion or more Companies such as Stripe and Databricks
Hectocorn US $100 billion or more Companies such as SpaceX and OpenAl

Once a unicorn lists on a stock exchange through an IPO, or is acquired by another company, or its valuation falls below the billion-dollar mark in a subsequent round, it

ceases, by definition, to be called a unicorn — even though the underlying business may continue to thrive.



7 Unicorns by the Numbers — India and the World

The exact count of unicorns at any moment varies somewhat depending on which research organisation is tracking them — firms such as Tracxn, CB Insights,
Crunchbase, PitchBook and Hurun each use slightly different methods and cut-off dates, and valuations change frequently as new funding rounds are completed. The
figures below, current as of June 2026, give a reliable working picture, drawing mainly on data published by Tracxn and corroborated by other industry trackers.

7.1 The Global Picture

Country / Region Approximate Number of Unicorns World Ranking
United States Roughly 880 to 1,190 (depending on tracker) 1st

China Roughly 250 to 295 2nd

India 131 3rd

United Kingdom Approximately 50-60 Among the top 5
Rest of the World combined Several hundred, spread across 50-plus countries —

Sources: Tracxn India Unicorn Tracker (June 2026); WIPO Global Innovation Index unicorn analysis (2025-26); CB Insights and Crunchbase-based industry reports. Figures for the United States and the global total vary noticeably by
tracker because some count only currently active unicorns while others include the full historical count; readers should treat exact figures as indicative rather than final.

Taken together, the most widely cited estimates place the global unicorn population at somewhere between roughly 1,300 and 1,700-plus privately held companies as of
early-to-mid 2026, collectively valued at several trillion US dollars. The World Intellectual Property Organisation's Global Innovation Index team has separately estimated

the combined valuation of the world's unicorns at approximately US $5.2 trillion as of 2025, more than a third higher than just three years earlier.

7.2 The World's Most Valuable Unicorns Today

Even within the unicorn club, valuations vary enormously. As of the first half of 2026, the following privately held companies rank among the world's most valuable, led
by the American rocket and satellite company SpaceX following its merger with Elon Musk's artificial intelligence venture xAl — the first private company in history to be
valued above one trillion US dollars:

Company Sector Country Approx. Valuation (2026)
SpaceX Aerospace / Space Technology United States ~US $1.25 trillion

OpenAl Artificial Intelligence United States ~US $840 billion

Anthropic Artificial Intelligence United States ~US $350-380 billion
ByteDance Media / Internet (TikTok's parent) China ~US $480 billion

Stripe Financial Technology / Payments United States ~US $159 billion

Databricks Data and Al Infrastructure United States ~US $130-134 billion

Approximate figures as widely reported in industry trackers and financial press during March-May 2026; private valuations move frequently with each new funding round and should be read as indicative of scale rather than precise
to the dollar.

7.3 India's Unicorn Journey

India minted its first unicorn in 2011. From that solitary starting point, the count had grown to 131 unicorns by June 2026, with these companies collectively having
raised over US $118 billion in funding and being worth a combined valuation in excess of US $390 billion. The journey has not been a straight line: it accelerated sharply
after the 2016 launch of the Government's Startup India initiative and the spread of low-cost mobile internet, peaked in the extraordinary year of 2021 when some 44 to
45 companies turned unicorn in a single year, slowed dramatically during the global "funding winter" of 2022-23 (with just two new unicorns in 2023, the slowest year in
nearly a decade), and has since shown a steady, more measured recovery, with six to seven new unicorns added in each of 2024 and 2025, and a handful more already
added in the early months of 2026.

Geographically, Bengaluru remains India's clear unicorn capital with 55 such companies headquartered there, followed at a distance by Mumbai with 22 and Gurugram
with 20. By sector, consumer-facing businesses have produced the largest number of Indian unicorns (58), followed by enterprise software applications (41) and retail
(38) — though fintech, electric mobility, quick-commerce, direct-to-consumer brands, logistics, agritech and, increasingly, artificial intelligence and deep-technology
ventures are all well represented.



8 Notable Unicorns — India and Abroad

To make the discussion concrete, here is an illustrative, by no means exhaustive, list of well-known unicorns. A few of these have since gone on to list on a stock
exchange (and would, strictly, no longer be termed "unicorns" today) but are included as familiar reference points, since they began their journey, and built their scale,
as unicorns.

8.1 A Sampling of Indian Unicorns

Company Sector Notes

Zerodha Stock Broking / Fintech Rare example of a unicorn built profitably without
venture capital funding

Razorpay Digital Payments Payment gateway and business banking infrastructure

PhonePe Digital Payments Among India's largest UPI-based payment platforms

CRED Fintech / Credit Card Bill Payments Membership-based rewards and credit platform

Meesho E-commerce / Social Commerce Enables small resellers to run online businesses

Lenskart Eyewear Retail Omni-channel eyewear brand

Urban Company Home Services Marketplace On-demand home repair and beauty services

Dream11 Online Fantasy Sports / Gaming India's largest fantasy sports platform

Ola Mobility / Ride-Hailing Cab aggregation and electric vehicle ventures

OoYO Hospitality / Budget Hotels Branded budget accommodation network

Juspay Fintech Infrastructure Among India's first new unicorns of 2026

Skyroot Aerospace Space Technology India's first private space-tech unicorn, achieved in
2026

Flipkart, Paytm, Zomato (Eternal), Swiggy, Nykaa, PolicyBazaar, Various (E-commerce, Fintech, Food-tech, Beauty, Began as unicorns and have since successfully listed on

Delhivery, Freshworks, Ather Energy Insurtech, Logistics, SaaS, EV) stock exchanges (IPO)

8.2 A Sampling of Unicorns Abroad

Company Sector Country
SpaceX Aerospace / Space Technology United States
OpenAl Artificial Intelligence United States
Anthropic Artificial Intelligence United States
Stripe Financial Technology / Payments United States
Databricks Data and Al Infrastructure United States
ByteDance Internet / Media (parent of TikTok) China

Ant Group Financial Technology China

SHEIN Fast-Fashion E-commerce Singapore
Canva Design Software Australia
Revolut Digital Banking / Fintech United Kingdom

The diversity of this list is itself instructive: unicorns are no longer confined to Silicon Valley software companies. They now span aerospace, artificial intelligence, fashion,

financial services, design software and much more, and are headquartered across a steadily widening set of countries.



9 Avenues of Raising Funds for Start-Ups

Very few start-ups are built on the founder's savings alone. As a venture grows, it typically draws upon a sequence of different funding sources, each suited

to a particular stage of the company's life and a particular level of risk.

1. Bootstrapping (Self-Financing)

Typical Stage: Idea and Early Build

The founder funds the business using personal savings, income from a job, or revenue generated from early sales, without taking on outside investors.
Bootstrapping allows founders to retain full ownership and control, and instils strong financial discipline from day one, but it limits the pace at which the business

can grow and exposes the founder's personal finances directly to business risk.

2. Friends and Family
Typical Stage: Very Early / Pre-Seed
Capital raised informally from people close to the founder. This is often the fastest and least bureaucratic source of early money, but it carries the distinct risk of

straining personal relationships if the business does not succeed, and it should ideally still be documented through a simple, clear written agreement.

3. Angel Investors

Typical Stage: Pre-Seed / Seed

Wealthy individuals, often successful entrepreneurs or senior professionals themselves, who invest their own personal money into early-stage start-ups in
exchange for equity. Beyond capital, angel investors frequently bring valuable mentorship, industry contacts and credibility. In India, organised groups such as
Indian Angel Network and various city-based angel networks pool together multiple individual angel investors to evaluate and fund start-ups collectively.

4. Incubators and Accelerators

Typical Stage: Early / Seed

Structured programmes, often run by universities, corporates or dedicated organisations, that support early start-ups over a fixed period (commonly three to six
months) through mentorship, office space, networking and structured curricula, typically in exchange for a small equity stake or a fee. Many also provide modest
seed capital directly. Examples in India include T-Hub, NSRCEL (IIM Bangalore) and various incubators housed within IITs and 1IMs.

5. Seed Funds and Micro-VCs
Typical Stage: Seed
Specialised, smaller venture capital funds that focus exclusively on writing the first significant institutional cheque into a start-up, usually ranging from a few lakhs

to a few crore rupees, once the idea has shown initial promise but before it has substantial revenue or scale.

6. Venture Capital (Series A, B, C and Beyond)

Typical Stage: Growth

Professional investment firms that raise pooled capital from institutional and wealthy investors and invest it in start-ups demonstrating clear traction, in exchange
for equity and, typically, certain governance rights such as a board seat. Successive funding "rounds" are usually labelled Series A, Series B, Series C and so on, with
each round generally larger than the last and aimed at funding the next stage of proven growth. Well-known venture capital firms active in India include Sequoia
Capital India (now Peak XV Partners), Accel, Tiger Global, Blume Ventures and Lightspeed, among many others.

7. Private Equity

Typical Stage: Late Growth / Pre-IPO

Investment firms that typically invest larger sums into more mature, often already-profitable or near-profitable, companies in exchange for a substantial equity
stake, frequently with an active role in shaping strategy and preparing the company for an eventual stock market listing or sale.

8. Corporate Venture Capital and Strategic Investors

Typical Stage: Seed to Growth

Large established companies that invest directly in start-ups operating in fields related to their own business, seeking not just financial return but also strategic
benefits such as access to new technology, potential partnerships, or future acquisition opportunities. Examples include the venture investment arms maintained

by several large technology, telecom and financial services groups in India and abroad.

9. Crowdfunding

Typical Stage: Early / Product Launch

Raising relatively small amounts of money from a large number of people, typically through an online platform. This may be reward-based (backers receive the
product or a token gift in return), donation-based, or equity-based (backers receive a small ownership stake, where permitted under local securities regulation).
Crowdfunding also serves as an early test of genuine public interest in the product.




10. Venture Debt

Typical Stage: Growth (alongside equity rounds)

A specialised form of loan offered to venture-backed start-ups, typically alongside or shortly after an equity funding round, allowing the company to extend its cash
runway or fund specific growth needs without diluting founder and existing investor ownership as much as an additional equity round would. It is usually offered by

specialist venture debt funds or certain banks, often with a small equity "kicker" in the form of warrants.

11. Bank Loans and NBFC Financing

Typical Stage: Any stage, where cash flows or collateral support it

Traditional secured or unsecured loans from banks and non-banking financial companies. These are generally more accessible to start-ups with steady revenue,
tangible assets, or a strong promoter financial track record, since conventional lenders are typically more cautious about lending against an unproven, loss-making
business model than equity investors are.

12. Government Schemes and Public Funding Support (India)

Typical Stage: Early to Growth

The Government of India operates several dedicated schemes to support start-up funding, including the Startup India Seed Fund Scheme (providing seed capital
for proof of concept, prototype development and early market entry); the Fund of Funds for Startups, operated through the Small Industries Development Bank of
India (SIDBI), which itself invests in registered venture capital funds that in turn invest in start-ups, rather than funding companies directly; the Credit Guarantee
Scheme for Start-ups (CGSS), which makes collateral-free debt more accessible by guaranteeing a portion of the loan; and broader entrepreneurship-focused

lending programmes such as MUDRA loans and Stand-Up India, aimed more generally at small and micro enterprises, including many early-stage start-ups.

13. Convertible Notes and SAFE Instruments

Typical Stage: Seed / Bridge Rounds

Hybrid funding instruments that begin as a form of loan or a simple agreement, which automatically convert into equity shares at a later, formal funding round,
usually at a discounted price as a reward to the early investor for taking on risk sooner. These are popular for quick, low-cost early fund-raises because they avoid
the need to formally fix a company valuation at a very early, uncertain stage. The "SAFE" (Simple Agreement for Future Equity) is a widely used example
internationally.

14. Family Offices
Typical Stage: Seed to Growth
Private investment offices that manage the wealth of a single wealthy family or a small group of families, increasingly active as direct investors in promising start-

ups, often alongside or as an alternative to traditional venture capital funds.

15. Grants and Start-Up Competitions

Typical Stage: Idea / Early

Non-dilutive funding (meaning the founder does not give up any equity) offered by government bodies, industry associations, large corporates or academic
institutions, often through structured start-up competitions, innovation challenges or sector-specific grant programmes, particularly common in deep-technology,
clean energy and social-impact sectors.

16. Initial Public Offering (IPO)

Typical Stage: Maturity

The eventual listing of the company's shares on a public stock exchange, allowing it to raise capital from the general investing public. An IPO is usually the final
major fund-raising milestone for a successful start-up, and from that point onward, the company is no longer described as a "start-up" or a "unicorn," but as a
publicly listed company.



10 Matching the Funding Route to the Stage

While there is no rigid rule, the table below offers a broad, practical guide to which funding avenues are typically most relevant at each stage of a start-up's journey.

Idea / Pre-Seed Bootstrapping, Friends & Family, Grants and Competitions, Government Seed Fund Schemes

Seed Angel Investors, Incubators/Accelerators, Seed Funds and Micro-VCs, Convertible Notes/SAFE, Crowdfunding
Early Growth (Series A-B) Venture Capital, Corporate Venture Capital, Venture Debt, Bank Loans (if cash-flow positive)

Late Growth / Scale (Series C and beyond) Larger Venture Capital Rounds, Private Equity, Family Offices, Venture Debt

Maturity / Pre-IPO Private Equity, Strategic Investors, Structured Debt, Initial Public Offering (IPO)

A WORD OF PRACTICAL ADVICE

Founders are well advised to raise only as much capital as is genuinely needed for the next clearly defined milestone, rather than the maximum amount an investor
is willing to offer. Each fund-raising round dilutes the founders' ownership; raising capital wisely and at fair valuations, rather than merely raising it quickly, is what
protects a founder's long-term stake and control in the business they have built.



11 Why Start-Ups Fail — A Word of Caution

No honest account of the start-up world would be complete without acknowledging its harsher reality: a large majority of start-ups do not survive in their original form,
let alone become unicorns. Industry studies commonly suggest that somewhere between seventy and ninety per cent of start-ups fail to deliver the returns their
founders and investors originally hoped for, within the first several years. The most frequently cited reasons include building a product that the market did not actually
want; running out of cash before achieving a sustainable business model; an inability to compete against better-funded or better-positioned rivals; founder
disagreements and weak teams; flawed or overly optimistic business models; and premature scaling, where a company expands its costs and headcount faster than its

proven revenue can support.

This is not a reason for discouragement, but a reason for discipline. Understood correctly, it explains why investors spread their capital across many start-ups expecting
most to fail, why founders are well advised to validate demand before scaling, and why prudent cash management is, in the end, as important to a start-up's survival as

the brilliance of its original idea.

12 Closing Thoughts

The start-up journey, from a single idea scribbled on paper to, in rare cases, a billion-dollar unicorn and beyond, is one of the more remarkable phenomena of the
modern economy. It rewards a fairly narrow combination of qualities: a genuine, well-validated idea; a capable and resilient team; sound commercial and financial
discipline; and the patience and judgement to raise the right kind of capital, from the right source, at the right time. India's own start-up story — from a single unicorn in
2011 to 131 of them by the middle of 2026, the third-largest such ecosystem in the world — is testimony to how far this combination can carry a nation's entrepreneurs,
even as the great majority of individual ventures along the way will, inevitably, not succeed. For the prospective entrepreneur, the lesson is not to chase the unicorn
label itself, but to build something that genuinely and sustainably serves its customers — the rest, including the valuation, tends to follow in due course.

DISCLAIMER

This article has been prepared purely for general educational and informational purposes and does not constitute investment, financial, legal, tax or professional advice of any kind, nor a
recommendation to invest in, found, fund or otherwise engage with any start-up, unicorn or company named or referenced herein. Start-up investing, by its nature, carries a high degree of
risk, including the possible loss of the entire capital invested, and past performance or the achievement of unicorn status by any company is not indicative of future results. Figures relating
to company valuations, unicorn counts and funding amounts are based on publicly available data and industry trackers as of June 2026, are subject to frequent change, may vary across
different data sources owing to differing methodologies, and should be independently verified before being relied upon for any decision. Readers are strongly advised to consult a qualified
financial advisor, chartered accountant, company secretary or legal professional, as appropriate, before making any business, investment or funding-related decision. The author and
publisher accept no liability whatsoever for any loss or damage arising from the use of, or reliance upon, the information contained in this article.
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