9 Ways to Finance Your Small Business (Beyond a Bank Loan)
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Have you been dreaming of hiring another employee? Buying equipment that would double production? Adding inventory before the busy season? Opening a second location? Launching a paid marketing campaign? Finally updating technology?
Or maybe you just need a little cashflow?
Spending money is the easy part. The harder decision is figuring out where that money should come from.
Financing can feel intimidating, especially if you’ve never borrowed money for your business before. But access to capital isn’t just something to think about when you’re struggling. Used wisely, it can help a healthy business grow faster, take advantage of opportunities, and avoid draining cash reserves.
The key is knowing your options.
Grants: Free Money for the Chosen Few
Grants get a lot of attention because, unlike loans, they don’t have to be repaid.
Who doesn’t want free money?
But there’s a catch. Grants are usually created for a specific purpose, type of business, community initiative, research project, or economic development goal. There isn’t a giant pot of money waiting for anyone who decides to start a business.
Grant opportunities may come from governments, corporations, foundations, universities, economic development organizations, and business competitions.
Don’t go into the application process with a “close enough” attitude. While you might be able to talk your neighbor into loaning you money they had set aside for other purposes, grants have very specific requirements and uses. Before spending hours on a grant application make sure you meet the eligibility requirements. For instance, don’t assume that an organization offering grants for businesses operating in the county next to you will hand you the funds (even though you don’t qualify) because they like your story.
Best for: Businesses that closely match a grant program’s goals.
Keep in mind: Treat grants as an opportunity, not your entire financing strategy.
Microloans: Smaller Amounts, Often With More Support
Not every business needs a six-figure loan. Sometimes $10,000 or $25,000 can make a meaningful difference.
Microloans are smaller business loans, often offered through nonprofit or community-based lenders. The SBA Microloan Program, for example, works through intermediary lenders and offers loans up to $50,000.
Funds can often be used for things such as inventory, supplies, equipment, furniture, or working capital.
Microloan organizations may also provide business coaching and technical assistance, making them particularly useful for newer businesses.
Best for: Startups, young businesses, or owners who need a relatively modest amount of capital.
SBA-Backed Loans: A Popular Option for Growing Businesses
An SBA loan usually doesn’t come directly from the Small Business Administration. Instead, the SBA works with approved lenders and guarantees part of the loan, reducing some of the lender’s risk.
Two programs you may hear about are:
SBA 7(a) loans: Flexible financing that can be used for purposes such as working capital, equipment, real estate, acquiring a business, or certain refinancing needs.
SBA 504 loans: Primarily designed for major long-term assets such as commercial real estate and large equipment purchases.
SBA loans still require an application and underwriting process, but they can be an important financing option for established small businesses.
Best for: Businesses looking for larger amounts of capital for expansion, equipment, acquisitions, or property.
Traditional Bank and Credit Union Loans
Conventional loans remain one of the most familiar forms of business financing. A lender provides a lump sum, and you repay it over time with interest.
Established businesses with good credit, reliable revenue, healthy cash flow, and organized financial records generally have the strongest position when applying so good bookkeeping is important.
A lender is far more interested in financial statements, tax returns, cash flow, and projections than your heartfelt belief that business is about to explode.
Business Lines of Credit
A line of credit can be especially helpful if your cash needs change throughout the year.
Unlike a term loan, where you borrow a lump sum, a line of credit gives you access to money you can draw from when needed. You generally pay interest only on the amount you use.
That makes lines of credit useful for:
· Seasonal cash flow gaps
· Inventory purchases
· Temporary payroll needs
· Unexpected expenses
· Waiting for customers to pay invoices
It provides financial breathing room when you need it.
Equipment Financing
Need a new vehicle, commercial oven, computer system, manufacturing equipment, or other major business asset?
Equipment financing is designed specifically for those purchases. In many cases, the equipment itself helps secure the loan.
Before signing anything, compare the interest rate, loan term, fees, down payment, and total repayment amount. You may also want to compare buying versus leasing.
Best for: Businesses making a specific equipment purchase they expect to use for several years.
CDFIs
CDFI stands for Community Development Financial Institution.
These mission-driven financial organizations work to expand access to capital, particularly for borrowers and communities that may have difficulty getting traditional financing.
CDFIs can include banks, credit unions, nonprofit loan funds, and other lenders. Some also offer business education and technical assistance.
If you’ve been turned down for conventional financing, a CDFI may be worth exploring before jumping into a high-cost alternative loan.
Business Credit Cards and Online Lenders
Business credit cards can be useful for routine purchases or short-term expenses, especially if you pay the balance quickly. Some cards can be leveraged for things you need in your business such as using points for airline miles to offset business travel.
Online lenders can provide faster access to capital and may have more flexible qualification requirements than traditional banks.
But convenience can cost more.
Before accepting any financing offer, look beyond the monthly payment. Ask:
· How much money will I receive?
· How much will I repay in total?
· What fees are involved?
· How often are payments deducted?
· Is there a personal guarantee?
· Can I repay early without a penalty?
Fast money is expensive money if the terms aren’t favorable.
Investors and Crowdfunding
Not all business funding involves debt.
Some businesses raise money from investors in exchange for part ownership of the company (hello, Shark Tank). This arrangement can make sense for businesses with significant growth potential. 
But remember ownership has value. You aren’t simply receiving money as a gift. Your investors aren’t the business equivalent of the Tooth Fairy where you’re giving something over you’ve tucked under your pillow. You’re handing someone a financial stake in your business.
Crowdfunding is another possibility. Depending on the platform and structure, supporters may receive products, perks, repayment, or an ownership interest.
Crowdfunding tends to work best when a business already has a strong story, audience, or community willing to support it.
Self-Funding/Bootstrapping
Bootstrapping means financing growth through savings, existing revenue, or reinvesting profits. It gives you complete control and avoids debt, but it can also slow growth or leave you without enough cash reserves.
Borrowing isn’t automatically bad. Paying cash isn’t automatically smart. The real question is whether the investment is likely to produce enough value to justify the cost.
What Do You Need the Money to Do?
Before searching for financing, answer three questions:
How much do I need?
What will I use it for?
How will that investment help the business generate or protect revenue?
Then look for financing that matches the purpose.
A short-term inventory need may call for a line of credit. A building purchase may require long-term financing. A $15,000 equipment purchase may be a good fit for a microloan or equipment loan.
Don’t start with, “How much money can I get?”
Instead, start with, “What does this money need to accomplish?”
Get Your Financial House in Order
Even if you don’t need financing today, getting prepared now can give you more options later.
Keep your bookkeeping current and be prepared to provide items such as tax returns, bank statements, profit-and-loss statements, balance sheets, debt information, financial projections, and an explanation of how the funding will be used.
You never know when you’ll need money and you don’t want your first financing task to be reconstructing eight months of business activity from receipts, text messages, and memory.
You Don’t Have to Figure It Out Alone
There are a lot of ways to finance a business, and the right choice depends on what you’re trying to accomplish, how much you need, how quickly you need it, and what your business can realistically afford to repay.
That’s where your chamber of commerce can help.
If you’re thinking about expanding, purchasing equipment, managing cash flow, applying for a grant, or simply wondering what financing resources may be available, get in touch with them.
They can connect you with lenders, community resources, economic development organizations, business advisors, and other partners who may be able to point you in the right direction.
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