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Before you start

Why a search engine wrote a book, what is inside it, and how to use it
without reading all of it.

Chevening is the British government’s scholarship scheme. It pays the
tuition, the flights and a year of living costs for people from more than a
hundred countries to take a master’s degree in the United Kingdom, and
it has been doing so since 1983. Applications open in the summer and the
portal closes in early November. In the fortnight after it closes, our inbox fills
with the same message written in twenty different ways: I only heard about
it last week, is there any chance, can I still send something. The answer is
no, and it is a bad answer to have to give, because most of those people were
eligible. They had the degree, the work experience, the reference letters
sitting in a drawer. What they did not have was six weeks of warning and a
rough idea of what the essays were supposed to contain.

That gap is what this book is about. There is a lot of money in the world set
aside for young people who want to study, research, compete, build or travel,
and a surprising share of it goes unclaimed or gets claimed by the same small
group of well-informed applicants year after year. The money is real. The
selection is genuinely competitive at the top and genuinely uncompetitive
further down. Almost nobody is told, in one place and in plain language,
how any of it works.

Whowe are, and what we are not
We run opportunity-universe.com, an index of funded opportunities for
people who are mostly under 40 or still in education. Our crawlers read
the announcement pages of universities, ministries, foundations, research
institutes, companies and the other opportunity portals, then a classifier
sorts the genuine calls for applications from the news articles, the closed
announcements and the listicles. On the day this edition went to press we
held 17,128 records, 6,172 of them open, drawn from 155 monitored sources
plus open crawling.
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BEFORE YOU START

Sitting on top of that pile teaches you things. You see which categories
are crowded and which are nearly empty. You see the months when dead-
lines pile up and the months when almost nothing closes. You see the same
eligibility sentence copied between programmes and the same four mistakes
in the applications that organisers complain about publicly. This book is an
attempt to write that down before it disappears into a database.

What we are not: an agency. We do not write applications, we do not
sell places, we do not charge for the search, and we have no arrangement
with any programme that would make us recommend it over another. When
we say a programme is generous or badly run, that is an editorial opinion
formed from reading thousands of calls, and you are free to disagree with it.

Who this book is for
The obvious reader is a student looking for funding. That reader is well
served here, particularly in Parts III and IV. But three other people keep
turning up in our support mail and we wrote for them too.

The first is the person who already has a place at a university and a
funding gap of a few thousand euros, and who assumes the only options
are a loan or giving up. Chapter 4 exists largely for them; small foundation
awards, faculty hardship funds and community scholarships are the least
glamorous and least contested money in the whole system.

The second is the person who has finished studying and thinks the door is
shut. It is not. Early-career fellowships, government exchange programmes,
professional training schemes and forum delegations take applicants into
their thirties, and some have no age limit at all. In our database, 511 open
records name early-career professionals as their primary group and a further
7,167 set no level restriction whatsoever.

The third is the teacher, counsellor or youth worker who has to advise
thirty students at once and has never had time to learn this properly. Chap-
ters 9 and 10 are the ones to photocopy. Appendix C collects the checklists.

What this book will not do for you

It will not give you a list of open deadlines. Anything we printed here would be
stale within weeks, and keeping a live list current is exactly what the website
is for. What we print instead are the patterns behind the deadlines: which

xii



BEFORE YOU START

programmes recur, when in the year they usually open, what they ask for, and
how to be ready before the announcement appears.

How the book is arranged
Five parts, and they are meant to be read in different ways.

Part I sets out the ground rules. What an opportunity actually is, who pays
for it and why, what the funding labels really cover, and how the eligibility
system carves the world into study levels. If you read only forty pages of this
book, read these.

Part II walks through the categories one at a time: scholarships, fel-
lowships, grants, competitions, olympiads, conferences, forums, summer
schools, exchanges, internships, training, volunteering, mentorships, accel-
erators. Each has its own culture, its own vocabulary and its own tricks. You
will probably read the two or three that apply to you and skim the rest. Skim
them anyway. The most common reason people miss funding is that they
never realised a category existed.

Part III is about finding things: how the market behaves, how to search
properly, how to use our tools, and how to build a shortlist that does not eat
your whole year.

Part IV is the application itself. Documents, letters, essays, proposals,
referees, interviews, tests, visas, and the part nobody writes about, which is
what to do in the four months of silence afterwards.

Part V is reference material to keep: a month-by-month map of the appli-
cation year, a short atlas of programmes that come back every cycle, print-
able checklists, and a glossary of the words that appear in calls without ever
being explained.

The boxes, and what theymean
Five kinds of box interrupt the text, and they are worth learning because
they carry most of the practical content.

A From the database box reports something we can actually count: how
many records of a certain kind exist, how deadlines are distributed across
the year, which countries host what. These are the closest thing to hard
evidence in the book, and they are all queries against our own data rather
than figures borrowed from elsewhere.
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Still at school

Bachelor student

Applying for a master’s

Chasing a PhD

Working, under 35

Teacher or adviser

1 3 6 10

1 4 10 13

2 4 11 14

2 5 12 15

3 8 11 16

1 6 9 10

chapters worth reading first

Figure 1. Six starting points and the four chapters we would send each of them to first.
Nobody needs the whole book at once.

An On the site box, the dark one with the logo, points at a tool on
opportunity-universe.com that does the job we have just described by hand.
We have tried to keep these short and to place them where they are useful
rather than where they flatter us.

A Watch out box marks something that regularly costs people a place: a
rule that is easy to misread, a document that takes longer to obtain than
anyone expects, a scam pattern.

A Try this box is a concrete exercise, usually one that takes under an hour
and produces something you can reuse across many applications.

A Case in point box tells a short story. Where the story concerns a real
person we have their permission and we keep them anonymous; where it is
a composite drawn from several similar cases we say so in the box itself. We
have invented no quotations and attributed nothing to anyone who did not
say it.

Now go and read Chapter 1, or skip to whichever part of the book solves
the problem you actually have this week. The index at the back is real, and
so is the search box on the site.

The Editorial Team
Opportunity Universe, July 2026
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Thegroundrules

What these programmes are, who pays for them, what the
funding labels actually cover, and who is allowed to apply.





CH A P T E R 1 1
What an opportunity actually is

A working definition, the people who pay for all of this, and how to read a
call for applications in ninety seconds.

A woman in Nairobi spends four evenings writing 800 words about water
management, sends them to a foundation in Stockholm, and eleven weeks
later is told that a two-year master’s degree in Sweden will be paid for. A boy
in Ho Chi Minh City fills in a form, sits a three-hour test in a school hall, and
ends up at an international olympiad in a country he had never expected to
see. A software developer in Lagos writes a project description, gets nine
months of funding, and hires two people.

These three events look nothing alike. They come from different budgets,
they are decided by different kinds of people, and the words used to describe
them in the announcement are different. Underneath, the mechanism is
identical, and learning to see that mechanism is most of the work.

1.1 A working definition
We use a simple test in our newsroom. Something belongs in the database
if it satisfies three conditions at once.

There is a call and a deadline. Somebody has published an invitation
to apply, with a date after which they stop reading. A permanent page that
says “we sometimes support students, write to us” is a contact form, and it
goes in a different mental folder.

Selection replaces purchase. You get in because a person or a panel de-
cided you should, not because you paid. This is the condition that separates
a summer school with a competitive application from a summer course you
buy a ticket for, even when the two look identical on the website.

Something of real value transfers to you. Money, a place, access, train-
ing, a title, a plane ticket, a network. If nothing moves in your direction, it
is a volunteer request or an advertisement.
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WHAT AN OPPORTUNITY ACTUALLY IS

Apply the three tests to anything you find and the picture clears up fast.
A PhD position advertised with a salary passes all three. A conference that
charges 450 euros to attend and accepts everyone who pays fails the second.
A prize you cannot nominate yourself for still passes, because the selection
happens and the value transfers, even though your route in runs through
somebody else.

The question is never “is this a scholarship?” The question
is whether somebody with a budget has published a date
and intends to choose.

Why the boundary is worth drawing
People lose whole seasons by searching for the wrong noun. Someone who
wants to spend a summer doing lab work in Germany types “scholarship
Germany” into a search engine, reads about degree funding for a year and
a half, and never finds the programme they actually needed, which is a
paid research placement and is never called a scholarship by anybody who
runs one. Someone who wants money for a community project searches for
“grant”, which is right, then filters by “student”, which is wrong, because
the money is sitting in youth funds that describe their applicants as “young
leaders” and their awards as “seed support”.

Our category system exists to stop that from happening. Every record in
the database is forced into one of twenty types, and the classifier that assigns
them has read the full announcement page rather than the title. That is
why a placement called “the Otto Bayer Programme” ends up filed under
internships where you can find it, and why a “school” that is really a two-
week conference ends up under conferences.

Twenty categories, five families
Twenty types is more than anyone can hold in their head, so group them
into five families and the map becomes usable.

Money for studying. Scholarships and, in most of the world, fellowships.
You are being paid so that a course of study or a piece of research can happen.

Money for doing. Grants, seed funding, accelerator investment. The
money attaches to a project rather than to your enrolment, and somebody
expects a result.
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A WORKING DEFINITION

Hackathons

Mentorships

Olympiads

Volunteering

Camps

Exchanges

Workshops

Research programmes
Forums and summits

Other

Awards and prizes
Accelerators

Summer and winter schools

Conferences

Training programmes
Grants

Competitions

Internships

Fellowships

Scholarships

86

87

113

138

152

159

172

206

227

274

482

483

676

1,015

1,029

1,302

1,311

1,925

3,197

4,094

Figure 1.1. The 17,128 records in the database on 31 July 2026, by category.
Scholarships and fellowships take 43 per cent between them. The categories at the
bottom of this chart are the ones almost nobody searches for, which is also why they are
easier to win.

Being chosen and measured. Competitions, olympiads, hackathons,
awards. You produce something or perform against others, and the outcome
is public.

Going somewhere. Summer and winter schools, camps, conferences,
forums, exchanges. The value is the room you get into and the people in
it.

Working and learning. Internships, training programmes, research pro-
grammes, volunteering, mentorships. Time is exchanged for skills, a line on
your record, and sometimes a wage.

Part II of this book takes each family in turn. For now the useful thing is
the realisation that the families behave differently. Money-for-studying pro-
grammes are slow, formal and document-heavy. Being-chosen programmes
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WHAT AN OPPORTUNITY ACTUALLY IS

are fast, brutal and repeatable, and you can enter four of them in a month.
Going-somewhere programmes have the shortest applications in the whole
system and are routinely oversubscribed by a factor of ten because the appli-
cations are short.

F ROM THE DATABAS E

The categories nobody looks in
Search trafÏc on our site is wildly uneven. Scholarships and internships absorb
most of it. Meanwhile the database holds 676 open and past summer schools,
227 forums, 206 research programmes and 159 exchange programmes, many
of them fully funded, most of them receiving a fraction of the applications that
a comparable scholarship attracts. A fully funded two-week research school in
Trieste and a fully funded two-year master’s degree are advertised in the same
tone of voice. One of them has forty applicants and one has four thousand.

1.2 Who pays, and what they want back
Nobody gives money away for no reason. Every opportunity in this book
exists because an organisation decided that funding young people served a
purpose it already had, and the purpose is almost always visible if you look.
Reading it correctly changes what you write in your application, which is the
entire practical point of this section.

Governments
The largest single source of degree funding on the planet is national gov-
ernments paying for foreign students to study in their country. Britain runs
Chevening through its foreign ministry. Germany funds the DAAD, which
distributes several thousand scholarships a year across dozens of separate
programmes. The United States runs Fulbright through the State Depart-
ment and a network of binational commissions. Japan has MEXT, China has
the Chinese Government Scholarship, Türkiye has Türkiye Bursları, Korea
has the Global Korea Scholarship, Hungary has Stipendium Hungaricum,
and there are forty more.

The motive is influence. A country that educates 2,000 foreign graduates a
year acquires 2,000 people who speak some of its language, understand how
it works, and will pick up the phone in fifteen years when they are running a
ministry. Governments say this openly in their strategy documents, so there
is nothing cynical in noticing it.
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