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    MAIN IDEA


    The whole object of being in business is to create new things, make them and sell them. Anything else is merely window dressing. The essence of any business is creativity. There is no reverse gear in commerce – if you have a problem, you have to invent a solution rather than trying to uninvent what is already there. This is part of the reason why business is so challenging.


    To really make the right things happen, you need seven elements to be in place:
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    Once you bring these seven elements together, your success or failure then flows from the ethics you enshrine and your ability to put those ethics into action. In business, ethics are everything. If you can create a company you’re proud of, that does things you feel good about and which genuinely takes a step towards making the world a better place, then you’ve achieved something very worthwhile. And strange as it may seem, the bigger your enterprise becomes, the harder the ethical questions also become.


    “Success for me is whether you have created something that you can be really proud of. Profits are necessary to invest in the next project – and pay the bills, repay investors and reward all the hard work – but that’s all. Nobody should be remembered for how much money they have made in life. Whether you die with a billion dollars in your bank account or $20 under your pillow is actually not that interesting. That’s not what you’ve achieved in life. What matters is whether you’ve created something special – and whether you’ve made a real difference to other people’s lives. Entrepreneurs, scientists and artists who died as paupers are often the heroes. In business, as in life, all that matters is that you do something positive.”


    – Richard Branson


    “The brave may not live forever – but the cautious do not live at all!”


    – Richard Branson


    “In business, as in so many other creative endeavors, the idiots’ guides are for idiots. Every business, like every painting, operates according to its own rules. There are many ways to run a successful company. What works once may never work again. What everyone tells you never to do mayjust work, once. There are no rules. You don’t learn to walk by following rules. You learn by doing, and by falling over, and it’s because you fall over that you learn to save yourself from falling over. It’s the greatest thrill in the world and it runs away screaming at the first sight of bullet points. Most of what I’ve done with the Virgin group is about my own gut instinct. I’ve never analyzed what I do in any formal way. What would be the point? In business, as in life, you never step in the same river twice.”


    – Richard Branson


    About the Author


    RICHARD BRANSON is one of the world’s most recognized business personalities. He is the founder and chairman of the Virgin Group which operates more than 300 companies in 30+ countries. Branson helped build Virgin Mobile USA into the fastest company in history to generate more than one billion dollars in revenue. Virgin is active in the leisure, travel, tourism, mobile, broadband, TV, radio, music festivals, finance and health industries. Virgin is also one of the most respected and valuable brands in the world. Richard Branson has more than forty years of experience in starting and building companies to commercialize new ideas.


    The Web site for this book is at www.businessstrippedbare.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Business Stripped Bare (Richard Branson)


    1. People


    You need to find good people and give them freedom to move


    “Business has to give people enriching, rewarding lives, or it’s simply not worth doing”.


    – Richard Branson


    Whether you’re starting a new company from scratch or building an existing enterprise larger, you’ll need good people to do that. The best kind of people to find are those who can think for themselves. If you fill your company with these kind of people, you’re halfway there. The other side of this equation is you need to give these people the creative freedom they need to make and execute good decisions.


    All business builders are on the lookout for good talent at all times. Not only are good people energetic and enthusiastic but they will also have some other distinguishing characteristics:


    
      	They are attentive.


      	They smile freely and are fun to be with.


      	They are prepared to go the extra mile for you.


      	They stay cool, even when under enormous pressure.


      	They love what they do and show it.

    


    When you find these kind of people, you then need to place them in a business environment where they can shine and do great things. It’s crazy to go to the effort of recruiting good people if you’re then going to put them into a restrictive atmosphere where they cannot do anything without permission. Most often, the right kind of environment exists in a small team or small business setting. Virgin has found about 100 people is as big as you want to get. When the business requires more people, split the company in two and let each grow itself. Keep doing that over and over as required. Admittedly, this 100-person limit isn’t feasible for an airline or a train operator or some large-scale enterprise of that nature, but by and large being small has some very worthwhile advantages for a business. Make sure you take full advantage of them.


    People will always come and go at various companies. They will move on for career advancement opportunities. That’s to be expected, but it’s unacceptable when good people feel marginalized and feel like they need to go elsewhere in order to make a difference. You need to work hard to avoid that kind of situation arising.


    “After all, we only live once, and most of our time is spent at work, so it’s vital that we are allowed to feel good about what we do. Throwing yourself into a job you enjoy is one of life’s greatest pleasures – but it’s one that some leaders of industry seem determined to stamp out at all costs.”


    – Richard Branson


    Part of utilizing good people is to provide them with the right tools for the job at hand. If you do that consistently well, your people with come to work each day with freshness and enthusiasm. Good tools make it easier for them to act professionally and to do everything to the highest possible standard. Pay careful attention to the standard of tools you provide because that will impact directly on the quality of work that gets done.


    “I feel very strongly indeed that young, independently minded businesses can provide customers with great service; it’s the monoliths and the business establishment that make customers’ lives a misery. I think this because the values of the Virgin brand are all about customer service; we are focused on the customer in a way that most businesses aren’t.”


    – Richard Branson


    Smaller organizations work because they are usually more entrepreneurial in their outlook. To be an entrepreneur doesn’t mean you’re looking for ways to get one over your customer. Nor does it necessarily mean that you work solely on your own. Rather, being an entrepreneur is all about turning your life’s passions into capital and then finding practical ways to do more of that and moving forward with something you want to do. When viewed from that perspective, being an entrepreneur is everyone’s natural state. Small organizations tend to allow for that kind of passion to exist whereas larger commercial operations typically do not.


    The industrial revolution actually gave business a bad name. Men and women were forced to earn their livings by conforming to a mechanical model of work rather than doing what they felt passionate about. Recent changes in politics, science and technology have changed the nature of work which needs to get done in many industries right across the spectrum. The end result is today, less people are required to think and act like employees while more people are free to think and act on their entrepreneurial instincts. This is a very positive thing.


    “Inspire your people to think like entrepreneurs, and whatever you do, treat them like adults. The hardest taskmaster of all is a person’s own conscience, so the more responsibility you give people, the better they will work for you.”


    – Richard Branson


    An excellent role model in this regard is Professor Muhammad Yunus. He started Grameen Bank as an economics project in 1976. Grameen pioneered a system in which small, low-interest loans are extended to people in developing countries who are typically unable to qualify for a loan from a traditional bank. By 2006, Grameen had grown to 2,400 branches and more than 7.5 million borrowers and was credited with moving millions of people worldwide out of poverty. Grameen has spawned a global movement centered on social lending and in 2006 Dr. Yunus was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.


    “Ordinary businesses are aimed at making money, there is no consideration of how people benefit, it is all about making profits. Social business, on the other hand, is all about social benefits, not personal gain. Profits are important to social businesses, which seek to sell products at prices that make it self-sustaining. A social business is not a charity – but profits are not its ultimate goal. When a social business turns a profit, the original investors are repaid, but the rest of the profits stay with the company in order to achieve its long-term social goal of helping the poor.”


    – Muhammad Yunus


    If you can come up with practical ways to foster and encourage the entrepreneurial spirit the length and breadth of your company, incredible things can and will happen. Admittedly, this will empower people to head off in all kinds of directions they feel passionate about, but that is not necessarily a bad thing. If you find good people, provide them with excellent tools and then give them the freedom to do what they think is best, your customers will love it. They will look forward to interacting with your company because it will bring them into contact with people who are passionate about what they do. That’s not at all a bad position to be in.


    2. Build your brand


    You need to deliver everything you promise


    The conventional wisdom in business is that you need to stick with what you know. Time after time, companies which have attempted to transfer their brands to new markets have failed to make decent headway. Virgin is a notable exception to this rule. Between 2000 and 2003, Virgin created three startup companies in three different countries and two different industries and each of these companies became billion-dollar enterprises – Virgin Blue (Australia), Virgin Mobile (UK) and Virgin Mobile (America). This continues Virgin’s proud track record – over the last thirty-five years, Virgin has created more billion-dollar companies in more industries or sectors than any other company.


    The only common factor in all these companies is the Virgin brand. So what, precisely, does the Virgin brand stand for?


    “The Virgin brand is a guarantee that you’ll be treated well, that you’ll get a high quality product which won’t dent your bank balance, and you’ll get more fun out of your purchase than you expected – whatever it is. You see, what gets me up in the morning is the customer, and the idea of giving the customer a good time. No other brand has become a ‘way-of-life’ brand the way Virgin has. And we achieved it, not by clinically deciding one day to become a way-of-life brand, but simply by following our appetites and the things we were curious about. I’ve always and continually been interested in learning new things and, equally importantly, I’ve always wanted to share what I learned with other people.”


    – Richard Branson


    It’s unlikely that anyone else will follow Virgin’s example and focus intensively on the customer’s experience unless their hearts are really in it. Virgin’s brand came into existence gradually as Richard Branson discovered his own personal driving force was to find new ways to give people a good time in places where they were least expecting it.


    To give a few examples:


    
      	Virgin has always made a virtue of its irreverent sense of humor. This works well because people like to feel like they are in on the joke. When Virgin Atlantic came out with some newly redesigned salt and pepper pots, they found customers were swiping them to take home and use at their own dinner tables. Rather than installing sophisticated anti-theft measures, Branson had the bottom of each pot stamped with the words “Pinched from Virgin Atlantic”. The airline also started treating the salt and pepper pots as a kind of fun and cheeky loss-leader promotion.


      	Virgin has been disarmingly honest about its ups and downs. When disappointments arise, the company doesn’t try and bury them. Instead, tussles, setbacks and mistakes are openly and candidly celebrated. That provides the Virgin brand with real-world credibility rather than trying to project a sanitized, idealized image of itself. In turn, that credibility generates public trust which has allowed Virgin to move from one industry to another.


      	Virgin has become a rallying cry for the spirit of fun. That’s not at all a bad thing to be known for. Because of the fact people associate the Virgin brand with audacious ideas, they are more open to new and different offerings.


      	Virgin started out as a mail-order music company in the UK in 1970. It then expanded into publishing a magazine, running a recording studio and setting up its own record label. (Twenty years later, that record label would be sold to EMI for a billion dollars). Within three years of being established, Virgin had become a chain of seventeen retail shops, an export company, an import company, a publishing company, a talent agency, a management company and more. Therefore, it was completely natural Virgin would move into other industries in the future. Chasing growth has been part of Virgin’s DNA since its inception. Good brands always reflect what you can do and if you go to extreme lengths to deliver on what you promise customers, they will happily come along for the ride as you expand your offerings.


      	Virgin excels at generating publicity for what it does. It epitomizes the concept a strategically positioned PR story is always more effective in building the brand than a large advertising budget. The list of outrageous things Branson is prepared to do personally to garner publicity for Virgin is long and distinguished. Part of that comes from the fact the company is always willing to push the edge of the envelope and part is a reflection of Richard Branson’s own personality. If you have a founder or a CEO who is willing to become the central character in your publicity, incredible things can happen. In Virgin’s case, that publicity has been enough to propel the Virgin brand into the top twenty list of the world’s most recognizable brands, even though Virgin spends only a small fraction of the amount its peers spend on advertising.

    


    Overall, Virgin is working hard to try and become the world’s most respected brand rather than the world’s biggest brand. In practical terms, this requires Virgin to set things right whenever any of its companies lose money or fold. Virgin is also working as a “branded venture capital company” – it is actively investing in ideas for new businesses which get suggested either by its own people or by outside interests. When people approach Virgin for funding, they understand they have to act in ways which are consistent with the brand and the values Virgin stands for. This point of differentiation has proven to be useful as Virgin moves from one industry to another.


    “Good brands reflect the histories of the time and the group of people that made them. They cannot be easily copied. They cannot be recycled. A brand is like an artist’s signature (in Virgin’s case our brand is literally an artist’s signature!) What you make of your brand is up to you. I cannot tell you what your brand should do. What I will do is ask that you take it seriously – as seriously as a painter treats the signatures on his canvases.”


    – Richard Branson


    “Whatever your brand stands for, you have to deliver on the promise. Don’t promise what you can’t deliver, and deliver everything you promise. That’s the only way you’ll ever control your brand. And beware: brands always mean something. If you don’t define what the brand means, a competitor will. Even in the absence of competition, a betrayed brand can wreck a terrible revenge on a careless company. How many brands do you know that mean ‘shoddy’, ‘late’ and ‘a rip-off’?”


    – Richard Branson


    “Business is about getting things done. No, scratch that: business is about getting better things done (whilst building profits) and setting up a not-for-profit ‘social’ business is not really any different to setting up a commercial business.


    – Richard Branson


    3. Delivery


    Communicate well and pay close attention to the details


    Virgin succeeds because it focuses on delivering what the brand promises. When all is said and done, effective delivery always comes down to just two factors:
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      	Communication is vital. Ideally, the CEO should be writing to his or her staff every week and letting them know what’s going on. A good way to generate the materials for these regular letters is simply for the CEO to keep a notebook and jot down all the things that need doing. When you’re writing to people, you can then go through and hit the main points, or ask questions about why things are not happening right.


      	The best way for managers and owners to pay closer attention to the details is for them to experience first-hand what it’s like to be their own customer. You need to get out from behind your desk and, with notebook in hand, sample your own products as often as feasible. See what works and send complimentary notes to the people that are involved. Find what is disappointing and get into action addressing those shortfalls right away.

    


    It’s amazing how many people try and build their business operations without the benefits of good communication and attention to details. It cannot be done. To get good at delivering something of value, you must be strong and active in both of these areas.


    Delivery is an ongoing challenge. It’s not something


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Always face unpalatable facts and keep moving forward


    

    

    
      	Richard Branson got caught in 1969 exploiting a loophole in government regulations relating to sales tax on records. He illegally stated records were for export and therefore not subject to sales tax when in fact all that was happening were the records were being loaded into vans, taken across the English channel and then driven back to the UK. In the end, Customs agreed not to prosecute as long as Virgin Records paid back three times the tax which had not been paid.


      	In 2007, a train operated by Virgin Trains left the track at more than 100-miles-an-hour injuring twenty-four people and killing one passenger.


      	In 2003, Virgin spent $20 million designing a new MP3 player and bringing it to market only to find Apple was doing the same with its new iPod. Apple’s iPod was cheaper, smaller and better than Virgin’s offering and the product bombed in the marketplace leaving Virgin to write off $20 million.


      	Virgin Atlantic took so long redesigning its upper-class seats in 2000 that its main rival British Airways got wind of what Virgin was up to and introduced an even better seat. Virgin Atlantic was forced to dump its new seats after spending 100-million-pounds.


      	Virgin entered into a cola war with Coca-Cola in 1994. Virgin Cola lost more than $25 million before the plug was pulled.


      	When Virgin launched its U.S. based mobile phone company Virgin Mobile USA in 2002, the company did well at first. By 2005, however, the prepaid mobile phone market in the United States was a dogfight with bigger competitors having deeper pockets entering the marketplace. At one stage, it looked like Virgin Mobile USA would have to default on a loan it had taken out earlier for operating capital. The company also had a public disagreement with Nokia, its major handset supplier. Rather than standing around and waiting for the company to fall over, the management team overhauled itself and made the necessary changes. By December 2006, Virgin Mobile USA had grown its customer base to 4.6 million customers who were using 950 million minutes of mobile phone time a month. Virgin Mobile USA went public on October 11,2007 selling 27.5 million shares in an IPO at $15 a share.


      	In August 2007, just as the international credit crunch began to become front-page news, Virgin attempted to structure a takeover offer for Northern Rock bank. The original proposal was to takeover Norther Rock and rebrand it as Virgin Bank, but the press reacted loudly claiming there was a sweetheart deal being negotiated between Richard Branson and British Prime Minister Gordon Brown. Despite the fact Virgin had a viable takeover offer on the table, the British government ultimately moved to nationalize Northern Rock in order to provide stability to the banking sector.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Respond to challenges by making improvements


    

    

    

    

    
      	When Virgin America was in its early planning stages, the management team asked itself: “What can we do differently from other airlines that would deliver a better customer experience? What would it take to knock our customer’s socks off?” The answer was to come up with a cabin which was more liberating in its design, especially for the fact each seat had an individual in-flight entertainment screen complete with an inbuilt keyboard. That allows passengers to chat with each other throughout the flight. It also means you can order a sandwich from your seat and have the flight attendant deliver it to you when you’re hungry and not when they wheel the meal cart around. You can watch a movie, listen to some music or plug in your own laptop whenever you like. Everything you need is right there in front of you. And just to make the flight experience even better, the planes were fitted with a new lighting system which creates the impression of space and freedom. All of this is designed to give customers an excellent flying experience.


      	In March 1999, Virgin took the decision it would one day get into commercial space travel. Virgin Galactic was registered as a new company and the hunt for an affordable way to get people into space began in earnest. Loads of potential technologies were studied but these were all set aside when Burt Rutan’s company Scaled Composites (with funding from Microsoft co-founder Paul Allen) announced its SpaceShipOne project designed to win the $10 million Ansari X Prize. By the end of September 2004, Virgin was able to announce it had entered into a deal to spend $21.5 million to license Scaled Composite’s technology and would invest a further $100 million in developing a next generation six-seater spacecraft which would be the workhorse of Virgin Galactic. This is a great example of watchfulness being an integral part of innovation. Sometimes, the best way to move forward with a commercial idea is to harness your curiosity, find what people are already doing in that sector and then work together to put together a commercially viable project which will meet the needs and goals of all the various parties involved. This is a bona fide form of business innovation which doesn’t get a lot of press but which is nonetheless important.


      	Virgin has also been proactive in addressing the issue of global warming. On September 21, 2006, Richard Branson pledged to commit all the profits the Virgin Group made from its transport businesses over the next ten years to combating global warming. That amounts to roughly $3 billion which Virgin wants to invest in technologies which will tackle global warming. Its first project has been to try and identify a biofuel which can be used by airlines to reduce carbon emissions from the aviation industry. At the same time, Virgin wants this biofuel to be not only environmentally friendly but also to use a feedstock which will not impact on food production, especially in developing nations. This has led Virgin to establish its Virgin Green Fund which is currently investing in the development of numerous clean energy solutions. Which of these can be scaled up to meet the demands of the existing liquid fuel economy remains to be seen but whatever comes to the fore, Virgin hopes to be a player in this field. It’s highly likely rather than a single synthetic fuel which will do everything for everyone a suite of solutions will emerge which will work well in different places, for different purposes and at different scales.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Encourage everyone to be entrepreneurial in their thinking


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Write into your business plan that you will have lots of parties and social get-togethers – because these are a great way to galvanize teams, allow people to let their hair down and forge a great business culture. As flippant as this suggestion may appear at first glance, social get-togethers are an excellent way of bringing people together and creating an inclusive business culture. For many years, Richard Branson used to hold an annual party at his home in Oxfordshire for everyone who worked for the Virgin Group but this had to be discontinued once nearly 60,000 people were starting to show up. Virgin Blue, the Australia airline company within the Virgin Group, holds legendary parties which raise hundreds of thousands of dollars for charities in Australia each year.


      	Know right from the outset whether you’re a manager or an entrepreneur – and play to your strengths. Entrepreneurs live for the buzz and uncertainty of the start-up situation. They love to storm the beaches. They have the guts to give new and novel things a go. Great managers, by contrast, are the glue that hold an enterprise together. They put in place systems which keep things operating smoothly and profitably. Once a company is up and running, the entrepreneurs need to get out of the way and let the managers take over. Know which of these roles best suits your talents and temperament and do that well. Don’t try and fill an unfamiliar role because you will fail.


      	Understand everything about your business, especially in the early stages of a new enterprise – and the best way of doing this is to get into the habit of signing every check that gets written. Examine every invoice and you’ll quickly get a feel for where your money is going. Once you’ve been signing every check for a few months, you’ll start to figure out what expenditure is unnecessary and what can safely be eliminated. This simple management practice will enable you to completely immerse yourself in what’s going on. As your business grows, you’ll then be able to make practical suggestions to those you delegate things to.


      	Keep stirring things up all the time – take a leaf from GE’s Jack Welch and encourage all your managers to start each day as if it was their first day in the job. Get everyone to welcome and embrace change rather than fearing it. Question the way things get done and challenge everyone to do better in the future.


      	Try to look for the best in people – thank them for what they do and directly encourage them to do better in the future. If you have to fire someone as a last resort, do so with empathy and consideration.


      	Explain clearly and directly why a decision has been taken – so everyone knows what’s going on rather than sitting around speculating. Be as inclusive as possible.


      	
        Be inspired by the examples of great natural leaders – read about them, learn from them and try to follow their examples. People like Nelson Mandela are impressive role models when it comes to achieving great things despite some stiff opposition. Richard Branson also took advice from Sir Freddie Laker who single handedly revolutionized international air travel in the 1970s with Skytrain.

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        
      

    


    

    Turn a profit at the same time as you make the world better


    

    

    

    
      	When Aids became a major issue in the mid-1980s, Virgin launched Mates condoms to increase awareness of the importance of safe sex across the UK.


      	The company has created Virgin Unite, an in-house charity group through which all of Virgin’s various business units can combine their efforts to do meaningful things.


      	Virgin has instituted a zero-tolerance approach to bribery in all its business units across the world.


      	Virgin has set up the 0% Challenge – that no Virgin staff should ever die from Aids, that nobody else would become HIV positive, that no HIV-positive mothers would pass on HIV to their baby and that there would be no discrimination against any staff member who was already HIV positive. Anyone who works for Virgin is supplied with free antiretroviral drugs.


      	Virgin Unite has set up the Bhubezi Community Health Care Center in Mpumalanga, Africa as a one-stop-shop for primary health care.


      	Virgin set up a “war room” in 2006 where any organization can come and assist in coordinating and mobilizing resources which will be used to fight against diseases in sub-Saharan Africa.


      	Virgin Unite is looking for practical ways to help the estimated 1.5 million homeless teenagers in the US.


      	In April 2006, Richard Branson announced the Virgin Group would divert all the profits generated from its carbon-creating businesses – such as the airlines and trains – into investments designed to develop the cleaner technologies of the future. The company estimates this is something like a $3 billion investment in combating global warming.


      	In February 2007, Virgin announced the Virgin Earth Challenge which offers a $25 million prize to anyone who can demonstrate technology which has the potential to remove at least one billion tonnes of environmental greenhouse gases from the atmosphere per year. The challenge will run for ten years and is open to anyone who has a creative way to address the greenhouse gas problem. Within the first year, more than 3,000 notes on interest were received by the judging panel.


      	In 2008, Richard Branson was invited to address the United Nations. He called on twenty of the world’s wealthiest nations to match the $25 million prize pool Virgin was putting up for its Earth Challenge. He suggested a prize of $500 million would be sufficient to attract major industries to focus their research and development capabilities on the problem of global warming. As yet, this has not happened.


      	Virgin is in the process of setting up an Environmental war room which would be available for use by any organization which is working towards addressing the carbon emissions challenge in a systematic and coordinated way.
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