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About the Book

Business advice from the best in the business.

Looking for advice on setting up your own company, improving your career prospects, or developing your leadership skills?

Why not ask Richard Branson?

In Like A Virgin: Secrets They Won’t Teach You at Business School, Richard distils and shares the wisdom and experience that have made him one of the world’s most recognised and respected entrepreneurs. From his top tips on succeeding in business to some hard-hitting opinions on the global financial crisis, this book brings together his best advice on all things business.

It’s business school, the Branson way.


About the Author

Richard Branson was born in 1950 and educated at Stowe School. It was here that he began to set up Student Magazine when he was just 16. By 17 he’d also set up Student Advisory Centre, which was a charity to help young people.

In 1970 he founded Virgin as a mail order record retailer, and not long after he opened a record shop in Oxford Street, London. During 1972 a recording studio was built in Oxfordshire, and the first Virgin artist, Mike Oldfield, recorded “Tubular Bells” which was released in 1973.

This album went on to sell over 5 million copies. Since then many household names, including Belinda Carlisle, Genesis, Phil Collins, Janet Jackson and The Rolling Stones have helped to make Virgin Music one of the top six record companies in the world. The equity of Virgin Music Group – record labels, music publishing, and recording studios was sold to THORN EMI in 1992 in a US$1billion deal.

The Virgin Group has now expanded into international music Megastores, air travel, mobile, financial, retail, music, internet, drinks, rail, hotels and leisure, with around 200 companies in over 30 countries.

Richard is married with two children and spends most of his time at his home on Necker Island.
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Foreword

Business schools are wonderful places and yet, in hindsight, I am thankful I never went to one – assuming that is that any of them would have had me!

The simple fact is that formal education and I were never really meant for each other. I suffered from an acute combination of dyslexia and what I suppose would nowadays be diagnosed as attention deficit disorder. When I went to Stowe School in the sixties however, I was simply regarded as an inattentive and troublesome student. As a result I think everyone from the headmaster down was probably rather relieved when I decided to drop out and pursue my dream (at that time) of publishing my own magazine.

Had I pursued my education long enough to learn all the conventional dos and don’ts of starting a business I often wonder how different my life and career might have been.

Although the word was allegedly first coined in the nineteenth century, I certainly had no idea when I started my magazine and subsequent mail-order record businesses that I was also displaying some quite marked symptoms of something called ‘entrepreneurship’.

While the word would have meant nothing to me then, it has since become pretty much the core of everything I have done for the last forty-plus years. The Virgin group of companies has grown in some weird and wonderful ways that even I don’t always quite understand. Sometimes I wonder if the fact I was never indoctrinated into the ‘correct’ way of doing something is why, come what may, I seldom have trouble sleeping at night.

I talk a lot in the articles I hope you are about to read about the important role I believe entrepreneurs have to play in this world. The creative juices that lead to entrepreneurs starting and reviving businesses not only create employment but also help tackle some of the many challenges facing our communities, society and the planet.

Entrepreneurs are innately curious people. This must be why I receive loads of mail from people all around the world asking all manner of questions on doing business ‘Like a Virgin’. The following pages are a blend of responses to questions I have received, as well as an assortment of my written ramblings that have appeared in various publications around the world.

The people who contact me tend to be looking for advice on everything from starting a new business to closing an old one, from hiring people to firing them and – the fun part – everything else in between. Given my well-known focus on business always being enjoyable and fun, the boundary between my work and my personal life does sometimes tend to blur a little: so too do the questions I receive!

As I have never worked for anyone, this book is written through the eyes of a founder. However, the advice is pertinent for anyone faced with the challenges of working in a business or company.

Just recently in London a British interviewer asked me a great many short questions about both my work and my personal life; so by way of introduction to what’s to follow, these were some of the more interesting exchanges:




Q: What’s the first thing you think of when you wake up?

A: Like most people, I think about the time! Often followed by ‘What country am I in?’

Q: Which single word gets you out of bed in the morning?

A: It’s three actually, ‘Richard. Stop that!’ in my wife’s Glaswegian accent.

Q: Which is your favourite band?

A: Okay, I’m biased but it has to be the Sex Pistols and Mike Oldfield, who were both the genesis of Virgin Records – oh yes and Genesis, too.

Q: Which was the first record you bought?

A: I’m embarrassed to say, I think it was Cliff Richard’s ‘Summer Holiday’.

Q: Best country you have visited?

A: Tough call, but probably Australia. I just love the Aussies’ zest for life – a wonderful, vibrant country.

Q: Favourite country?

A: Much as I adore living in the British Virgin Islands it has to be the UK. It’s been very kind to me over the years.

Q: Three most adventurous things you have done so far?

A: Trans-Atlantic speedboating, hot-air ballooning and kite surfing. Space adventure is still to come although, ironically, it may be the least dangerous thing on this list.

Q: If you could meet a legend, dead or alive, who would it be?

A: I assume you’d bring them back to life for the meeting? If so either Christopher Columbus who, among a lot of other places, first sighted the British Virgin Islands, or Sir Francis Drake. I’d love to have been an explorer of that calibre.

Q: Who is your mentor?

A: My mum and dad. They’ve both been a tremendously positive influence on my life.

Q: What is the greatest piece of wisdom you’ve ever heard?

A: To look for only the best in people. And if I can have a second one, ‘Only a fool never changes his mind.’

Q: Favourite song?

A: Frank Sinatra’s ‘My Way’. Probably not the coolest answer you’d expect, eh? Especially from someone who once owned the biggest independent record label in the world.

Q: Has anyone ever mistaken you for somebody else?

A: Quite often. Once, a little girl came up to me and said, ‘You look just like that Richard Branson bloke.’ And I nodded and said thank you. She then said, ‘You should go and sign up for one of those lookalike agencies. You might not make as much money as him, but you would still make a fortune!’ I also get Brad Pitt all the time …just kidding!

Q: If you were given $60 to start a business, how would you do it?

A: If I were well known, I’d sign the dollars and sell each of them for $20. I would then sign the $20 and sell them for $50 and so on. As they say, nothing makes money like money!

Q: Is there anything you’d like to change about yourself?

A: It’d have to be my age. I’d like to start going backwards instead of forwards.

Q: What do you love and hate?

A: I love the closeness of our family. And I hate not being able to spend a lot more time with them. Actually, I also hate the word ‘hate’. There’s way too much of it in this world.

Q: What makes you cry?

A: I cry at happy and sad things. My kids always bring a box of Kleenex to the movies! I’ve also seen a lot of sights in places like Africa that would bring tears to anyone’s eyes.

Q: What makes you laugh?

A: I’m lucky. I laugh all the time. I love life, I love people, love a good joke. I really subscribe to the theory that laughter is good for the soul.

Q: What’s contributed most to your success?

A: All the people who’ve worked their tails off at Virgin over the years and have made it what it is today. There’s been some luck mixed in, for sure, but I believe luck doesn’t just happen – you have to work at it.

Q: The key to success in three words, please?

A: People. People. People.

Q: Anything you still want?

A: I’d like some grandchildren, as would my wife. Fingers crossed!

Q: What motivates you to carry on?

A: Everything! I love what I do, I love people, love making a difference. I don’t think I’ll stop until I drop. Why would I? I’m having too much fun.

Q: What drives you crazy?

A: Negativity. People who only look for the worst in others and ‘glass half-empty’ types. I can’t stand gossips!

Q: Are you stressed?

A: Not really. I try hard to overcome challenges and, if I fail, I pick myself up quickly.

Q: What keeps you awake at night?

A: It used to be partying but that’s a rarity these days. Now, very little keeps me awake at night. I usually sleep like a baby.

Q: What is your biggest fear?

A: Like a lot of people, I fear illness in our family or friends. Things I cannot control.

Q: Are you ticklish?

A: I’m the most ticklish person I know. Although just why it is that you can’t tickle yourself remains one of life’s greatest unsolved mysteries.

Q: What brings you happiness?

A: Achieving things that one can be proud of, especially when people said it couldn’t be done.

Q: Which one of the seven dwarves would you be?

A: Is there one called Horny? No? Okay then I suppose I’d opt for Happy!

Q: Has there been an event that changed your life?

A: Surviving the hot-air balloon and speedboat crashes, which meant I was around to meet Nelson Mandela. He’s an utterly incredible man; I’m truly privileged to know him.

Q: Ever thought about running for political office?

A: No. I don’t think you can mix business and politics. I’d have to give up Virgin and I enjoy it too much. I can campaign for (and against) a lot of political issues without actually becoming a politician.

Q: What is the most embarrassing thing you’ve ever done?

A: Well, the one I’m prepared to talk about was probably one time when Ruby Wax and I were in Mallorca. A young couple came up to us and asked something about taking a photo. So Ruby and I put our arms round each other, smiled, and the couple looked confused and said, ‘No, we want you to take a picture of us.’

Q: Who would play you in a movie of your life?

A: I used to answer that question with ‘me’ but was never sure I’d be handsome enough for the role. Just kidding! Probably Robert Pattinson from Twilight. He’s British and he’s young!

Q: If you were not you, who would you want to be and why?

A: I’d love to start again, and be my (still to get here) grandchild when he or she is born.

Q: Anybody of whom you are still in awe?

A: That has to be the Archbishop Tutu.

Q: What is your favourite sport?

A: I love skiing, and I play a lot of tennis, but right now I’d have to say kite surfing. It’s unusual, I know, but we’ve got the best conditions for it on Necker.

Q: Did running the London Marathon hurt you as much as it did me?

A: I don’t know how much it hurt you, but yes! The last few miles were pretty tough going, but the crowd was amazing and their enthusiasm carried everybody along. I highly recommend it.

Q: Three words to describe the Virgin brand?

A: Innovative, fun and quality-service-at-a-great-price. I cheated a bit on that last word!

Q: Anything left for you to achieve?

A: One of the most exciting things we’re involved in is the Elders. Trying to ensure that world conflicts are resolved more effectively or even become a thing of the past. I believe we are going to see the Elders achieve some fantastic things.

Q: Is there anything you’d have done differently?

A: With the gift of hindsight of course there are a lot of things I should have done differently, but in its absence the answer is no. I’ve had an absolute blast and hope to keep doing so for a long time to come.






FIVE SECRETS TO STARTING A BUSINESS

And making it work

THERE ARE TWO questions I get asked all the time. The most popular is ‘How did you come to name the business Virgin?’ A close second is ‘What’s your secret to successfully building businesses?’

The first is easy to answer but the second one always takes some thinking about. The fact is that there’s no one thing that characterises Virgin’s many successful ventures or, for that matter, what went wrong when we didn’t get it right. Reflecting across forty years, however, I have come up with five secrets for improving the chances of a new business surviving and with luck – something we all need – flourishing.

1. If you don’t enjoy it don’t do it

Starting a business takes huge amounts of hard work and time so you had better enjoy doing it. When I started Virgin from a basement in west London, there was no great plan or strategy. I didn’t set out to build a business empire. I simply wanted to create something people would enjoy using, have fun doing it and at the end of the day prayed that it would make enough to pay the bills.

For me, building a business is all about doing something to be proud of, bringing talented people together and creating something that’s going to make a real difference to other people’s lives.

Business people are not unlike artists. What you have when you start a company is a blank canvas; you have to fill it. Just as a good artist has to get every single detail right on that canvas, a businessman or woman has to get every single little thing right when first setting up in business in order to succeed. However, unlike a work of art, the business is never finished. It constantly evolves and it’s also not that easy to paint over your mistakes!

If a businessperson sets out to make a real difference and achieves that objective, he or she will be able to pay the bills and have a successful business to boot.

2. Be innovative – create something different

Whether you have a product, a service or a brand, it is not easy to start a company and to survive and thrive in the modern world. In fact, you’ve got to do something radically different to make your mark today.

Look at the most successful businesses of the past twenty years. Microsoft, Google, Apple and Facebook all shook up the world we live in by doing things that had never been done before and then by continually innovating. They are now among the dominant forces.

Not everyone can aspire to such levels; however, should you decide to enter an already crowded segment you had better be ready to offer customer service that blows the competition away.

When we started Virgin Atlantic the positive buzz that we created focused on the simple fact that our crews were really nice to our passengers. Go figure – what a breakthrough idea for an airline!

3. Pride of association works wonders

Businesses are nothing more than a group of people, and they are by far and away your biggest assets. In fact in probably the majority of businesses your people are your product.

For me there is nothing sadder than hearing someone being apologetic about the place where they are working. When people are proud to be associated with their company it generates a special level of advocacy and dedication that is a huge differentiator in a world full of mediocrity and indifference.

4. Lead by listening

To be a good leader you have to be a great listener. Sure, you need to know your own mind, but there is no point in imposing your views on others without some debate and a degree of consensus. No one has a monopoly on good ideas or good advice.

Get out there, listen to people, draw people out and learn from them. As a leader you’ve also got to be extremely good at lavishing praise. Never openly criticise people; never lose your temper, and always be quick to applaud a job well done.

People flourish on praise. Usually they don’t need to be told when they’ve done wrong because most of the time they know it.

5. Be visible

A good leader doesn’t get stuck behind a desk. I’ve never worked in an office – I’ve always worked from home – but I am constantly out and about, meeting people. It seems I am travelling all the time but I always have a notebook handy to jot down questions, concerns or good ideas.

If I’m on any of the Virgin airlines I always try hard to meet as many of the cabin crew and passengers as possible, and will usually come away with a dozen or more good suggestions or ideas. If I didn’t write them down I might remember only a few, but putting them in the infamous notebook means I remember them all. Talk to your staff and customers at every opportunity, listen to what they tell you, good and bad, and act on it.

Some might say, ‘Well, all that’s easy when you have a small business’, but at Virgin we strive to appoint company heads who have the same philosophy. That way we can run a large group of companies in the same way a small business owner runs a family business – keeping it proactive, responsive and friendly.

Oh yes: I still have to answer that first question as to the origin of the Virgin name. Sadly there’s no great sexy story to it as it was thought up on the fly. One night, I was chatting with a group of sixteen year old girls over a few drinks about a name for the record store. A bunch of ideas were bounced around, then, as we were all new to business, someone suggested Virgin. It smacked of new and fresh and at the time the word was still slightly risqué, so, thinking it would be an attention-grabber, we went with it.

But no matter how good the concept and/or brand name, even the best of them can fail at the first attempt. For example, in the early sixties, another group with a catchy name, the Beatles, were turned away by no fewer than seven record labels before they found one willing to take them on.

So, if you don’t survive, just remember that the majority of new businesses don’t make it and that some of the best lessons are usually learned from failure. And like the old song says, ‘Just pick yourself up, dust yourself off and start all over again’.


PEOPLE POWER

The real engine of any business

Let’s get right to the point: good people are not just crucial to a business, they are the business!

FINDING THEM, MANAGING them, inspiring them and then holding on to them is one of the most important challenges a business leader faces, and your success or lack thereof plays a vital role in the long-term success and growth of your business.

What is a company but a collection of people? Take an airline – the aircraft it flies are pretty much the same as its rival’s. The interiors are usually much of a muchness and there is often only a slight difference in the entertainment and food. What sets one airline apart from its peers is its people (aka cabin crew) and their attitude towards their passengers. Our Virgin airline crews are smiling, cheerful and pleased to help, which leaves our passengers wanting to fly with us again.

It is no surprise that, like Virgin Atlantic before it, Virgin America, which flies within the United States, constantly sweeps the travel awards for service and quality. Its planes are new, with great interiors and entertainment; but above all, the great service of its crews is what wins so many plaudits.

People are your key asset. On the front lines of business, they can make or break a company. As I constantly remind our managers and other budding entrepreneurs, a true sense of pride in the business makes all the difference.

Even the best people need great leadership. A good leader must know the team, its strengths and weaknesses; socialising and listening to the team face to face is key. One of the most common reasons people leave a job is because they were not listened to. It’s rarely just about money, more often about frustration.

Like the proverbial bad apple, a bad leader can destroy a business very quickly. In small businesses this is easily apparent. On my island of Necker in the Caribbean, we once had a new general manager who tried to change the way things were done. Among other things he discouraged the staff from socialising over an occasional drink (or two!) with our guests, which rapidly soured the island’s historically collegial atmosphere. We had to step in to replace the manager and restore staff morale and the sense of management’s trust in them, which had been broken.

We also started some of our most successful businesses after pitches from our people. Virgin Blue, for instance, our Australian airline, (now known as Virgin Australia) was the brainchild of Brett Godfrey, an Aussie who had been working for Virgin in Brussels.

As only an Australian could, he came to me with his business plan written on a beer mat – outlining the start-up of a low-cost domestic carrier in Australia to take on Qantas and Ansett. In the intervening decade Brett has expanded Virgin Australia and its sister airlines to the United States, New Zealand, Thailand and Bali.

In other cases, we backed an outside team when we were sufficiently impressed by them to give them brand support and the space to go and build the new business themselves. Virgin Active, our health club chain, is a good example. Matthew Bucknall and Frank Reed came to me with the idea of a family-friendly health and fitness club in 1999. They had set up and sold a chain in the United Kingdom in the 1990s and wanted to do it again with the Virgin brand on the door.

We liked the idea and the management team, so we backed the rollout in the UK, and within two years were offered the opportunity (by Nelson Mandela himself!) to rescue a chain in South Africa. The Active team jumped at the chance and haven’t looked back since. We now have more than one hundred clubs in South Africa and another hundred and sixty in the UK, Australia, Italy, Spain and Portugal.

Trust is a key facet of any business, but how you deal with being let down once can also contribute to success. Are you willing to give people a second chance?

When I was running Virgin Records, a member of the talent-scouting team was stealing and selling boxes of records to local secondhand shops. Tipped off, I called him on it. He admitted everything. Rather than fire him, I gave him a severe warning and a second chance. Everyone messes up sometimes, I told him, and I said I expected him to learn from his mistake and get back to doing what he did best – finding artists. He went on to discover Culture Club, one of our biggest-selling artists of the 1980s.

We all slip up at some stage in our careers. I did. When I was just a teenager, I fell foul of British customs as I was trying to sneak duty-free records out of the UK. I escaped a criminal record by paying a fine and was given a second chance. I think this has made me much more accepting and forgiving of other people’s mistakes.

So many companies compare themselves to family units that the word ‘family’ appears to be sorely overused in modern business. However, I really believe that Virgin’s family spirit has kept it flourishing for over forty years.

When the business was smaller, we had legendary parties at my house near Oxford. We set up a fairground with tents full of entertainment for the staff and their families. As we grew, the party turned into two parties and, pretty soon, they were two-week parties with 80,000 people just to make sure everyone was invited. By the end they had become three-week parties, and at that point the neighbours cried, ‘Enough!’ (and my hands cried ‘enough’) and we had to stop.

But we had established the culture – one built around people. People are the lifeblood of any company and, whether the neighbours like it or not, they need to be looked after and celebrated again and again!


NICE GUYS CAN FINISH FIRST

Teaming beats steaming

PERHAPS I GIVE the impression of being a ‘nice guy’ but, one way or another, one philosophical question I am frequently asked is whether or not nice guys can finish anywhere but last in the dog-eat-dog world of business.

The question usually goes something like this: ‘I have been trying to get my business off the ground, and I often feel that I have to get very aggressive with suppliers and service providers. I hate being aggressive, but have come to believe that only very aggressive people get ahead. I hate it more when my success (and survival) is hampered by others who don’t perform as they should. How have you handled this in Virgin?’

Let’s consider the issue of aggression. There are lots of ways to get your point across and make your business successful without being aggressive. Always remember that you love what you do and your role is to persuade others to love your business, too, and, therefore, to want to work with you.

I like to think that we are successful at Virgin because we engage with everyone in a positive, inclusive manner rather than in an aggressive, combative or negative way

If the companies or individuals you deal with do not respond to a positive approach, ask yourself if they are the companies you should work with. For every supplier out there that is aggressive, there are another five that will want to work with you – in a way that allows you and your business to be true to a more inclusive and positive partnership.

I agree that a strong personality is a great asset when starting up or running a business, but ‘strong’ doesn’t have to equate to ‘aggressive’. The key skills are confidence in your ability to follow your vision, the ability to listen to others and the art of delegation.

It’s often hard to get past your own feelings of frustration when dealing with others. Delegating to a member of your team brings a fresh pair of eyes and ears and often a different approach and perspective.

One of my key lessons over the years has been to surround myself with great management teams who complement me and ensure that we have the all-round skills to make our businesses succeed. Our chief executives at Virgin Group and businesses like Virgin Active, America, Atlantic, Trains and Money have built strong businesses blending their personalities and skills on top of the Virgin culture I helped found.

As for negotiation: the key is to remain calm and collected. If you are getting angry, take a deep breath, realise you are taking it too personally and take a step back. Rely on those around you to help you out. Teamwork will usually carry the day. .

You can negotiate competitively without aggression. Understand what you want to achieve and what leverage you possess to help you reach your goals. Less aggression and more determination is what you need.

I often find, after a tough set of talks, that it is good to go out for a drink and get it off your chest! You may have a sore head in the morning but relying on and confiding in your team will often help you put everything in a clearer perspective.

Entrepreneurs have to make tough calls. Does this require a ruthless streak? I don’t think I’m ruthless (although a few people who have never met me have portrayed me that way!). Actually, it is counterproductive to be ruthless. People tend to come back and do more business if they feel they have done well with you. Over the years this attitude has helped me to attract and keep good partners and staff.

My willingness to listen to other people and accept it when their suggestions are better than mine has served me well during my forty years in business. I’m never too proud to admit I’m wrong or take action when others’ suggestions are better.

Remember to have fun. There is no point in being in business if it is not fun. Have fun with your team, your suppliers and the companies you work with. It is so much more rewarding to build up a healthy rapport than to find yourself in a constant battle. Don’t take everything so personally. Let your hair down now and again.

And as to who finishes first or last, does it really matter? I for one would far rather be a nice guy working with great people having fun with a small successful business than a miserable guy heading up a hugely profitable multinational mega-corp.

But that’s your call.


THE WEAKEST LINK

Great customer service is a chain

I HAVE ALWAYS liked Sam Cooke’s old hit song ‘Chain Gang’. It really comes in handy when I’m talking about customer service.

That’s because delivering good customer service requires that a front-line worker receives supportive assistance from an entire network of co-workers – in effect, a chain reaction of teamwork, one that is consistent from beginning to end. And when it comes to helping a customer, the chain of assistance is only as strong as its weakest link.

I love hearing reports of good care, especially when they’re shared by a Virgin customer. But no matter what the source, there’s usually a lesson to be learned.

Just to prove that I’m not always bashing our favourite competitor, British Airways, I’ll tell a (true) consummate customer story that involves that other British airline.

An Executive Club passenger sitting aboard a jumbo jet about to leave London for New York suddenly realised he’d left his beloved leather coat in the airport lounge. He rushed to the front of the plane and asked if he had time to get it. ‘Sorry, sir, too late,’ replied a member of the cabin crew. ‘But don’t worry. I’ll tell the ground crew and they’ll have it sent to you.’ He returned to his seat, convinced he’d never see his favourite coat again.

Seven and a half hours later, when the flight arrived at JFK International Airport, the passenger was amazed when an agent met him at the door of the aircraft and handed him his coat. They’d put it on a Concorde flight that had beaten his slower 747 across the Atlantic!

(Of course, I am obliged to point out that British Airways can no longer pull off that particular trick as, sadly, the speedy Concorde is now a museum piece. However, there is hope that Virgin Galactic may fill that void one day.)

It’s true that the airline could have put the coat on a later flight and the customer would have been just as grateful when it arrived. But going the extra mile builds massive customer loyalty and brand-enhancing benefits. You can be sure that passenger talked up the airline for years, and now even the founder of a rival company is telling the tale. How great is that?

Let’s look at another story that clearly demonstrates the importance of every link in the service chain – this time involving Virgin Atlantic. An Upper Class customer’s free limo failed to connect with him at his New York City hotel. (It turned out the customer had been waiting at the wrong door.) He jumped in a cab to Newark Airport, a fair distance from the city. Rush-hour traffic was bad; by the time he got to the airport he was very angry, running late, and panicking that he’d miss his flight.

The first Virgin agent he located immediately seized control of the situation. She calmed the fuming customer, apologising profusely, and assured him that he would not miss his flight. From her own pocket, she refunded the taxi fare he had paid, then she rushed the passenger through a staff lane and got him to the gate with ten minutes to spare.

Truly a job well done! Like the leather jacket incident, it demonstrates how great customer service can convert a negative into a positive.

Now we come to the part of the story where the chain breaks. During the post-flight debriefing, the agent told her supervisor what had happened and asked to be repaid the $70 cab fare she had dispensed. Rather than congratulating the agent on saving the day, the supervisor asked whether she’d got a receipt for the fare. When her answer was, ‘Well, no, there was no time for that’, the irate supervisor castigated her with, ‘No receipt, no reimbursement. You’d better take more care next time.’

Clearly, the misguided supervisor was more concerned about rigid adherence to accounting practices than about employee initiative. While fiscal accountability is important, especially when an outlay of cash is involved, there will always be occasions when an asterisk needs to be marked on the balance sheet.

One thing is certain: any Virgin employees witnessing their supervisor’s scornful reaction to their colleague’s exemplary deed would be unlikely to display the same resourcefulness. Which means that the customer loses – and so does the entire company.

Happily, the story came to the airport manager’s attention and he quickly took steps to redress the imbalance between company procedure and customer service. He advised accounting that he’d approved the cash shortfall, while the supervisor got a quick refresher on how important it is to ‘catch people doing something right’.

I heard this story eventually, and it truly impressed me. The next time I flew through Newark, I made a point of seeking out the agent who had made us proud. I remarked, ‘I don’t have a taxi receipt, so you probably can’t help me.’ Her astonished smile said it all.

No company can train its front-end people to handle every situation, but you can strive to create an environment in which they feel at ease ‘doing as they would be done by’.

Good customer service on the shop floor begins at the very top. If your senior people don’t get it, even the strongest links further down the line can become compromised.

Finally, poor customer service can also be relished … if you experience it at the hands of a competitor! At such moments you might catch me humming another old favourite, Aretha Franklin’s ‘Chain of Fools’.


BUSINESS PHILOSOPHY

Five quick questions

I THOUGHT IT would be helpful to answer a few more of the interesting questions I am asked on my travels.

1. What is the best advice you ever got?

Three gems come to mind. First, an enduring one from my mother, Eve, who always taught me never to look back in regret but to move on to the next thing. The amount of time people waste dwelling on failures rather than putting that energy into another project always amazes me. My mother also told me not to openly criticise other people. If she heard me speaking ill of someone, she would make me stand in front of the mirror for five minutes and stare at myself. Her reasoning? All my critical talk was a poor reflection on my own character.

In the 1980s Sir Freddie Laker, the British airline tycoon, gave me a great piece of advice on setting up my own airline. He told me two key things: ‘You’ll never have the advertising power to outmarket British Airways. You are going to have to get out there and sell yourself. Make a fool of yourself, whatever it takes. Otherwise you won’t survive.’ He also wisely said: ‘Make sure you appear on the front page and not the back pages.’ I’ve followed that advice ever since. I’ve been very visible and made a fool of myself on more than a couple of occasions!

2. And the worst advice?

I’d never embarrass the person who gave it by revealing that, but they know who they are! Look, advice comes in many forms. I believe in never asking just one person but in getting as much feedback as possible. Opinions always vary. By asking several people what they think, you get many angles and can weigh them all. This way, you are never considering just one person’s opinion, so no one piece of advice is ever truly bad.

3. What advice would you give to young entrepreneurs on how best to start?

To remember that it is impossible to run a business without taking risks. Virgin would not be the company it is today if we had not taken risks along the way. You really do have to believe in what you are doing. Devote yourself to it 100 per cent and be prepared to take a few hits along the way. If you go into something expecting it to fail, nine times out of ten it will.

Above all, remember to have fun with it. That keeps you and your colleagues enthusiastic and motivated. One of my favourite sayings (which happens, I believe, to be one of my own!) sums this up: ‘The brave may not live forever – but the cautious do not live at all!’

4. In your career you’ve had lots of successes, but you have failed in some businesses. What have you learned from those?

One of the first times I strapped on a pair of skis the instructor told me, ‘If you’re not prepared to fall a lot you’ll never learn to be a very good skier.’ As an entrepreneur the same rule applies. You have to learn very quickly that there’s no such thing as a total failure.

Looking back on Virgin’s history, our ability to adapt quickly to changes has helped mitigate reverses. You must be quick to accept that something is not going well and either change tack or close the business. We run our companies lean and small with very little red tape and certainly no bureaucracy. Using our mantra ‘Screw it, let’s do it’ we invariably make and implement decisions quickly – usually before our competitors have held their fifth meeting on the same issue.

Though I believe in taking risks, I also firmly believe in ‘protecting the downside’. This means working out in advance all the things that could go wrong and making sure you have all those eventualities covered. We have come close to failure many times and most true entrepreneurs skirt close to it. We almost failed when Virgin was in its infancy and again in the early 1980s. Similarly I have nearly killed myself more than once while failing to achieve world records for boating or ballooning. But through a combination of luck and planning, both Virgin and I are still here.

5. Do you have any regrets?

There are always things in life that you might regret, and there are probably a lot of business decisions
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