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RICHARD BRANSON REVISITED …

Since this book was last revised much has happened in the Branson business empire. Not everything has gone Branson’s way. While one of his more recent ventures, Virgin Galactic, has Branson shooting for the stars, a number of endeavours have proved less meteoric. Yet, although Branson has suffered his share of setbacks, they are comparatively few for someone who has run a billion-dollar business for thirty plus years. The fact that much is made of any disappointments in the Virgin corporate portfolio only serves to highlight the company’s resounding overall success. And, ever the optimist, Branson continues to spin off ideas, back new Virgin businesses, and whip up PR in the media for his various ventures.

 

It wasn’t that long ago that some commentators were suggesting Branson may have lost his Midas touch. Prematurely, as it turns out. In 1999, the year after the first edition of Business The Richard Branson Way was published, Branson featured in Forbes  magazine’s list of the World’s Richest People with a fortune estimated at $2.6 billion.

 

By 2000 that figure had risen to $3.3 billion. Yet in 2001, Branson’s net worth had declined to some $1.8 billion. Part of the  reason for this sharp reduction in value was plainly outside of Branson’s influence; a global economic slowdown.

 

Another reason, however, was that the Virgin brand proved not to be as infinitely elastic as many commentators had suggested. Although, in splendid style, Branson donned army fatigues and rode into Times Square in a battle tank to launch Virgin Cola in the US, as part of an assault on the cola market, the cola venture eventually fell a little flat. In February 2000, Virgin admitted defeat in its war against Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola in the US. The new version of cola had lost its fizz, without making much of a dent in the cola market, Virgin changed the strategy, management and location of its soft drinks business, concentrating instead on “new age” drinks, including fruit juices and energy beverages.

 

Branson may have looked fetching in a bridal outfit (minus beard) stirring up a PR frenzy for the launch of Virgin Brides in 1996, as the company opened its flagship London store. Not only were there the usual wedding dresses and accessories but there was also a wedding planning service that extended to arranging the entire event if required. A shop in Manchester followed in 2001. But the honeymoon was soon over. The London store closed in 2003, and the remaining Manchester store focused on a reduced service concentrating on clothes and accessories rather than the planning.

 

Perhaps the biggest challenge for Branson in recent years has been Virgin Trains. Virgin Trains’ services hit the buffers early on, and the company has struggled to get back on track ever since. At times the Virgin Trains railway franchises have plumbed new depths of train service misery; quite an achievement in the UK where trains are famously inefficient.

 

It’s tempting to feel sorry for Branson. The rail franchises grew to be something of a poisoned chalice. At one point it seemed that no matter what Branson said or did the bad publicity from Virgin’s tardy railway operations just kept on coming.

 

In 1999, Virgin Trains had the worst record for punctuality in the country, according to figures from the shadow strategic rail authority. In February 2001, an attempt to increase the number of rail travellers on Virgin Trains through a half-price rail fare bonanza ran into problems due to underestimated demand. Branson promised, “to capture the imagination of passengers who have suffered traffic jams.” Unfortunately, the reality was people jams - with huge queues and long waits for tickets, whether buying tickets over the phone or in person. The ensuing chaos and adverse publicity took the edge off of a genuine and generous offer.

 

The Virgin Trains saga has undoubtedly been difficult for Virgin. At times Virgin Trains appeared to be the antithesis of everything Richard Branson stands for. Knowing that maintaining public trust and confidence in the Virgin name underpins the success of the whole Virgin Group, Branson has always gone to great lengths to protect his brand image. The poor performance of Virgin Trains has threatened to undermine that trust. In his defense, Virgin Trains inherited 30-year-old rolling stock, running on a railway that had been underfunded for years. When Branson took up the challenge of running the rail franchises he acknowledged that it would take five years to turn the lines operated from the worst in the country to the best. He was right.

 

The good news is that the punctuality figures in 2005 and 2006 were a marked improvement on those in 2002 when, according to Strategic Rail Authority figures, only 73.6 per cent of West  Coast trains and 62.5 per cent of cross-country trains arrived within ten minutes of the scheduled arrival time. Delivery of the Pendolino tilting trains, traveling at speeds of up to 140 miles per hour, as well as replacement of old rolling stock, has made a big difference. By April 2006 the punctuality figures were 92 per cent for West Coast Pendolino trains and 93 per cent for cross-country Voyager services.

 

Elsewhere in the Virgin empire, however, it has been business as usual. New Virgin ventures continue to be added to the eclectic collection of companies gathered under the Virgin brand umbrella at breakneck speed. These include Virgin Cars, Virgin Wines, Virgin Student, Virgin Energy, Virgin Bikes, and Virgin Digital.

 

At the same time as adding to the Virgin portfolio, a number of existing Virgin companies have been expanding rapidly. Virgin Active became the fourth largest health and fitness group in the world, raising £100 million for its expansion plans in the UK and abroad. In September 2006 it bought Holmes Place, its biggest UK rival. In Manchester, Virgin Cars drove a truck through the usual car sales business model opening the first ever vehicle department store.

 

The venture that has attracted the most column inches in the last few years, however, has to be Virgin Galactic. For everyone who dreamt of being an astronaut when they were younger, for budding space travellers everywhere, Branson is about to launch the world’s first passenger service into suborbital space. For $200,000 or so, passengers will be able to soar above the Earth and enjoy the delights of weightlessness, albeit briefly.

 

And, for those who lack the necessary funds, but still hanker after a journey into space, there is always the frequent flyer miles option. You will need quite a few though; two million or so, possibly. That’s how many Alan Watts in the UK racked up with Virgin when he was offered a one-off opportunity to upgrade to a space flight in 2009. He accepted.

 

With Virgin Galactic the sky is not the limit. Branson has no intention of sticking with a brief trip in suborbital space. The plan is to extend the service both to point-to-point suborbital routes around the planet, as well as orbital trips, and eventually the moon.

 

As well as various companies, Branson also acquired a more unusual asset in 2003 when he bought Makepeace Island in Queensland, Australia. Most companies have a company canteen, the odd corporate day out, but Branson now has an island resort for the Virgin staff.

 

Branson has been raising money recently, selling Virgin’s stake in several ventures. The 51 percent holding in Virgin.net was sold to cable business NTL. The same company also bought Virgin Mobile in 2006, with Branson taking a significant take in NTL at the same time. In Australia there was the successful IPO of Virgin Blue.

 

No doubt the money will be useful for funding one of his latest, toughest and possibly most important challenges yet. Late in 2006, Branson openly joined the climate change debate. Not known for doing things by halves, Branson demonstrated his commitment to tackling the planet’s problem by pledging three billion dollars to fight global warming, with profits from Virgin’s travel firms over a ten-year period invested in developing biofuels.

 

By late 2006 Branson had already made some substantial investments in the biofuel business. These included a $50 million plus investment in a Californian ethanol plant, as well as expressing an interest in Ethanol Grain Processors, an American biofuel company.

 

Attacking the problem of climate change and finding alternative energy sources with the same kind of energy and enthusiasm he devotes to his business empire, Branson wrote to his fellow transport industry executives, to airlines, and engine manufacturers to round up support for a cross-industry forum focusing on innovative solutions to the world’s overheating problems. In his letter he urged greater speed in addressing the specific issues relating to the airline industry’s impact on carbon dioxide emissions.

 

Characteristically optimistic, Branson suggested that a collective industry effort could reduce the carbon dioxide emissions for the aviation industry - responsible for two per cent of global CO2 emissions - by up to a quarter. He wasn’t short of ideas on how this could be achieved either. One suggestion was a new starting grid system for plane take-offs and landings. Instead of “sitting on planes with CO2 spewing out of those planes for anything up to 60-90 minutes …,” as Branson explained the existing position to listeners of BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, airplanes could turn engines off until shortly before, and shortly after landing, being towed into place “by a small tug.”

 

This new system would, Branson suggested, reduce ground carbon emissions by some 50 percent at Heathrow and up to 90  percent at John F Kennedy airport in New York. Plus those people living nearby would enjoy substantially cleaner air, as well as lower noise levels. When it comes to the issue of companies reducing greenhouse gas emissions someone needs to take a lead; maybe that person is Branson.

 

It is not the first time he has got involved in issues that touch on the public good. For some time Branson was intent on running the UK’s National Lottery. Losing out on the 1996 franchise, he was back in line for the franchise when it came up again in 2001. Branson promised to create “a millionaire a day” by introducing new improved games and increasing participation. Crucially, the People’s Lottery would, he claimed, return more funds to charity than the incumbent operator Camelot. Unfortunately, after a bidding fiasco, during which bids were withdrawn, legal battles fought, and bids resubmitted, a furious Branson lost out once more, vowing in the process never to bid again.

 

Branson continues to ride the rollercoaster that is Virgin. One of Branson’s enduring strengths is his ability to absorb punches, to take the rough with the smooth. He has bouncebackability - lots of it.

 

“Whenever I experience any kind of setbacks,” Branson observes, “I always pick myself up and try again. I prepare myself to have another stab at things with the knowledge I’ve gained from the previous failure. My mother always taught me never to look back in regret, but to move on to the next thing. The amount of time that people waste on failures, rather than putting that energy into another project, always amazes me. A setback is never a bad experience, just a learning curve.”

 

One more thing deserves a mention: on March 30th, 2000, plain Richard Branson became Sir Richard Branson. Knighted in the New Year’s Honours List for services to entrepreneurship, the habitually casually attired Branson donned a morning suit for the first time ever at his investiture ceremony at Buckingham Palace. While respectability beckoned, so far he has stoutly resisted the temptation to join the establishment. With typical élan, party-loving Branson celebrated his knighthood by holding a reception for the 250 others receiving honours on the same day. When asked how it felt to be “Sir Richard,” Branson answered: “It feels great. It feels odd sleeping with a Lady though.”




THE LIFE AND TIMES OF RICHARD BRANSON

In the modern world of business, Richard Branson is an anomaly. In an era dominated by strategists, he is an opportunist. Through his company the Virgin Group, he has created a unique business phenomenon. Never before has a single brand been so successfully deployed across such a diverse range of goods and services. The distinctive red and white Virgin logo, it seems, is as elastic as Mates condoms - just one of the many products Virgin has promoted.1




THE BRANSON PHENOMENON 

In the film Four Weddings and a Funeral, a character jokes that his friend must be the richest man in Britain, but the friend says: “Of course not. There’s the queen. And that Branson bloke is doing terribly well.”

 

Britain’s best known entrepreneur, Branson has been doing “terribly well” for more than three decades now. He started his first business at the age of 16, and was a millionaire at 24. Now in his 50s, Branson is a regular entry in Forbes magazine’s list of the richest men in the world.

 

His personal wealth has been estimated at over $3 billion, but it’s hard to get an accurate tally, since his companies are private, constantly dividing and multiplying, and are controlled via a series of tax-efficient offshore trusts - all perfectly legal and above board, but hard to untangle.

 

Today, Branson is the driving force at the centre of a web of more than 200 companies, employing more than 30,000 people around the world. His commercial interests span travel, hotels, consumer goods, computer games, music and airlines. You can even buy a Virgin pension or investment plan.

 

But financial services is a far cry from the adolescent record label that helped put Punk on the map in the 1980s, with a controversially named album by the Sex Pistols. Everything about the record suggested rebellion - including the Pistol’s rendition of “God Save the Queen”; but the album was a stepping stone for Branson.

 

By then, Virgin had already won the respect of the hippy generation with Tubular Bells, from a young unknown artist called Mike Oldfield. Never Mind the Bollocks was the perfect product to establish the Virgin brand with a new generation of spiky-haired teenagers. Branson had created a new fusion of rebellion and business - and discovered a unique new brand proposition. He has been repeating the formula ever since.

 

Yet Branson is more than just a businessman, he is a popular public figure - admired by parents and young people alike. One of a generation of business leaders who grew up in the 1960s, he has been described as a “hippy capitalist.” To this, he has added a reputation as an adventurer - setting a new world record for  crossing the Atlantic, and almost losing his life trying to circumnavigate the globe in a hot air balloon.

 

His derring-do outside of business life is matched by the boldness of his escapades in it. He has repeatedly used the Virgin brand to take on aggressive market leaders and shake up complacent markets - first the big record companies, then the airlines and more recently soft drinks and financial services. These commercial adventures have almost bankrupted the company on several occasions. They have earned him a special place in the affections of first the British public and now the world.

 

But his popular image belies another side to Branson.2 Despite his wealth, he remains unrelenting in his commercial ambitions. At times, he seems to launch new ventures on an almost daily basis. “A ruthlessly ambitious workaholic,” is how one biographer described him.

 

Branson claims that Virgin was started from a public phone booth with less capital than most people would happily “blow” on a good night out at a restaurant. Anecdote and myth surrounds him. Yet Branson the businessman and master brand-builder remains shrouded in a public relations smoke screen.

“A ruthlessly ambitious workaholic.”






THE UNIVERSAL BRAND 

Branson’s greatest commercial achievement, to date, is to create what is arguably the world’s first universal brand. Other famous names have become synonymous with the product they adorn:  Hoover vacuum cleaners, Coca-Cola, and Levi Strauss to name just a few. But only Virgin transcends products.

 

Yet despite its remarkable success, Branson would have us believe that none of it was planned. He gives the impression that the Virgin phenomenon is one of those odd things that happen to people sometimes. This is part of the Branson mystique. He makes it look and sound so simple.

 

“When we came up with the name ‘Virgin’ instead of ‘Slipped Disc’ Records for our record company in the winter of 1969, I had some vague idea of the name being catchy and applying to lots of other products for young people.”3

 

“It would have been interesting to have tracked the success of the Virgin companies or otherwise if we had called the company Slipped Disc Records. Slipped Disc Condoms might not have worked as well.”

“It would have been interesting to have tracked the success of the Virgin companies or otherwise if we had called the company Slipped Disc Records. Slipped Disc Condoms might not have worked as well.”



The quip is typical of a man who has lived his whole life like some big adventure. An outspoken critic of business schools and management theory, Branson likes to portray himself as the ordinary man on the street (despite his comfortable middle class origins). He is the small guy who outsmarts the big guys. His account of how the famous Virgin logo came to be is typical of the way things seem to happen at Virgin.

 

“When Virgin Records became successful we followed our instincts …,” Branson explains. “Initially the music reflected the ‘hippy’ era and our logo of a naked lady back to back reflected that too. Then when Punk came along we felt we needed a crisper image … Rather than spending a fortune coming up with the new image, I was talking to our graphic designer one day explaining what we wanted and he threw on the floor his doodling - the now famous Virgin signature - which I fortunately picked up on the way to the loo.”

 

It sounds so casual, but the words mask an extraordinary entrepreneurial mind, one that has reinvented business to fit the times he lives in.




CORPORATE ROCK STAR 

But Branson is more than just a successful businessman. He is one of a new breed of entrepreneurs whose celebrity status and irreverent approach means they have more in common with rock stars than the “suits” who populate the business world.

 

Along with Anita Roddick, Ben & Jerry of ice cream fame, Bill Gates and Ted Turner, Branson has become a cultural icon. Part of a new generation of business leaders, his alternative business philosophy is a vital part of the Virgin brand appeal.

 

Branson deliberately targets markets where the customer has been consistently ripped-off or under-served, and the competition is complacent. He delights in casting Virgin as the cheeky underdog, faster on its feet and nipping at the heels of big business. No one plays the David to the Goliath of “Big Business” better  than Richard Branson. It is a marketing strategy that appeals to millions.

 

Wherever it appears, the Virgin logo attracts its own antiestablishment consumers. Branson himself - with his long hair, toothy grin and outrageous behavior - is as famous as the company. If anything, he is better known than many of the rock stars he helped create. (In business school-speak, Branson personally accounts for a major chunk of the company’s intellectual capital.)

No one plays the David to the Goliath of “Big Business” better than Richard Branson.



Love him or hate him, Branson is one of the most successful businessmen on the planet. But his influence and popularity extend far beyond the business world. Among business tycoons, he stands out as an adventurer as well as a successful entrepreneur. Branson’s forays into the record books include the fastest crossing of the Atlantic by sea in Virgin Atlantic Challenger; and several attempts to circumnavigate the globe in a hot-air balloon.

 

Along the way, too, Branson has managed to endear himself to the British public in a way that no other entrepreneur ever has. He fought to make the National Lottery a non-profitmaking venture with the proceeds going to worthy causes; he headed up a government environmental campaign; and launched Mates condoms to raise awareness about AIDS. His face appears on the front pages of the national press and television almost as often as the Royal Family.

 

Yet, despite being a billionaire with his own Caribbean Island to retreat to, Branson has somehow retained the common touch.  Unlike other celebrities in the public eye he has also managed to protect his privacy. We only see Branson when he wants us to. He is almost as adept at avoiding bad publicity as he is at creating positive coverage.

 

He has also managed to keep a veil around the inner workings of his financial empire. In 1986 he floated his Virgin business on the London Stock Exchange, only to buy it back because he didn’t like the constraints a market listing brought with it. (The 1987 Stock Market crash wiped £millions off the value of the company overnight, confirming his distrust of the suits from the investment communities of Wall Street and the City of London, and goading him into taking back control.)

 

Taking the company back into private ownership has allowed Branson to shield its innermost workings from the public gaze. It has enabled him to create a business empire that is very different to the norm. Instead of the traditional model of a handful of operating companies reporting to a holding company, Virgin is an atomized empire - a myriad of businesses loosely bound together by the Virgin brand, many of them joint ventures with outside investors: a network that seems to have little in common except the name. Only Richard Branson and a handful of his senior executives have an overall view. Most of them are virtually unknown to the public. The group’s chairman and founder, however, is an integral part of the Virgin brand.

 

Here, too, there is paradox. The public Branson is instantly recognizable to millions of people. His is the affable and caring face of business. The man who has made a career out of taking on big business and winning; the man who prefers brightly colored sweaters to the conventional corporate suit and tie. But the private Branson is much less well known.

 

Indeed, it has been suggested that there are two Richard Bransons: the people’s champion known to millions and the deal maker known only to his business partners.

 

According to Tim Jackson, author of Virgin King the unofficial Branson biography, Branson’s motto should be ars est celare artem  - the art lies in concealing the art. This is the essence of the Branson management style, and the cornerstone of the Virgin empire.




THE EARLY YEARS 

Richard Charles Nicholas Branson was born on 18 July 1950. By the time baby Richard arrived, his father Edward Branson and mother Eve Branson had settled in the sleepy village of Shamley Green in the Surrey stockbroker belt. With Ted Branson only recently qualified as a barrister, money was tight and the family rented a rambling and somewhat ramshackle house for 12 shillings a week.

 

His formal education was conventional, and started at Scaitcliffe Preparatory School. The young Branson was not academically minded and only scraped into public school at Stowe after a spell at a crammer.

 

Although he liked sport, the finer points of a classical British education were wasted on him, but the experience was invaluable for his future career. Traditional in every sense of the word, the school provided the perfect education for the well-spoken young man who would go on to build a business empire that traded on bucking the system.

 

In those early years glimpses of the Branson psychology are already evident.

 

As one commentator observed: “The fresh-faced young lad had only scraped in to his minor public school after special tutoring for the entry exam. Subsequently he had failed his elementary mathematics three times. Yet still he was in no doubt that he could do a better job of running the school than the powers that be. So he penned the headmaster a memo, outlining his suggestions. Among them: allow sixth formers to drink two pints of beer a day.”

 

But Branson never made it into the sixth form. He dropped out of school at 16, his head too full of big ideas and business schemes to take in anything else. At the time, his headmaster observed that Branson would end up either a millionaire or behind bars. The rest, as they say, is history (although in the event it was a close call between the two).

 

A quarter of a century later, Branson is known the world over. The exuberant business buccaneer who flew in the face of received wisdom in the airline industry and turned up the volume on the big record labels, who shook up the cola giants, and gave the UK financial services firms a good run for their money; the adventurer who broke the trans-Atlantic speed record; the daredevil hot air balloonist. Above all he is known as the David who took on Goliath in the shape of British Airways, dirty tricks and all - and won. But it could have been very different.




TYCOON-IN-WAITING 

Branson’s first business ventures began at school. With Nick Powell, his childhood friend and long-time business partner, the young Branson cut his business teeth first breeding budgerigars, and then growing Christmas trees. Both failed.

 

His first proper business - a magazine called Student, was launched when he was just 16 years old - and was not a resounding success either. Then, something happened (and has kept on happening ever since). With little or no knowledge of pop music, Branson stumbled onto the idea of a mail order record company. Short of advertisements, he published his own ad in the magazine.

 

The year was 1969, and London was ripe for mail order music. The first the young entrepreneur knew of it was when checks started arriving through the letter box. The business took off. Richard Branson was airborne.

 

Serendipity, too, played its part in his move from mail order to record stores; a postal strike crippled the mail order business, forcing him to seek new outlets. He opened his first store in Oxford Street in 1971.

 

An early skirmish with HM Customs & Excise taught Branson the sense of staying on the right side of the law - and the value of good legal and financial advisers, something which has stood him in good stead ever since. The young entrepreneur had discovered a loophole in the tax system. Records that were for export did not incur tax. But the customs officials didn’t check which albums were being shipped. It was just too tempting to send worthless old stock to Europe and sell the new stock in the UK without paying any tax on them. When the scam was uncovered, Branson was arrested and threatened with prosecution - a threat only withdrawn when he agreed to pay back the money he owed.

 

From his Virgin record shops Branson moved into record production, launching a highly successful record label. One of the first artists it signed was Mike Oldfield, whose album Tubular Bells stayed in the UK charts for the next ten years. The proceeds from Tubular Bells bankrolled the Virgin empire.

 

In the 1980s, the Virgin label became synonymous with a string of radical young musicians. It helped put Punk on the map with a young band called the Sex Pistols. In 1982, Virgin discovered Boy George and Culture Club. The cash generated by the Virgin record label meant that Branson could begin building his empire in earnest.

 

By 1984 Virgin was literally airborne. Branson had migrated from pop music to transatlantic flight, launching Virgin Atlantic Airways. A year later, Virgin minus the airline, which Branson retained, was floated on the London Stock Market. But the crash of 1987 and his general misgivings about the financial community convinced Branson to take the extraordinary step of taking the company back into private ownership.

 

The rest, as they say, is history. Today, the Virgin empire spans air travel, holidays, clothing, record stores, soft drinks, radio … the list goes on and on. But how did Richard Branson shrug off some of the fiercest competitors in Britain and America to create the most powerful brand in the world? And what are the lessons for the entrepreneurs of tomorrow?




BUSINESS STRATEGY 

Branson has probably never heard of Michael Porter’s five forces - even though the Harvard Business School professor has been essential reading for business school graduates for more than 20 years. If he had, he would know that the airline business, the cola market and the UK financial services markets - to name just some of the areas where he has successfully set up Virgin companies - are textbook examples of extreme competitiveness or high barriers to entry, and best avoided. (Asked how one  becomes a millionaire, Branson replies that you start off as a billionaire and then open an airline.) That might have deprived us of one of the most colorful and dynamic business empires the world has ever seen.

 

On the other hand, Branson’s reaction to being told something is impossible is usually to regard it as a challenge. Porter’s analysis would probably have inspired him. It is precisely because Branson doesn’t read the business text books that he is so successful. (Many of the techniques he introduced in the 1960s are now being held up as panaceas for management in the 21st Century.)




CORE COMPETENCIES 

In an uncharacteristic reference to business school theory, the ideas of Gary Hamel and C.K. Prahalad in particular, in recent years Branson has distilled Virgin’s four core competencies. These are:•  The ability to identify appropriate growth opportunities
•  The ability to move quickly
•  The willingness to give day-to-day management control to relatively small operating teams. “We try to keep our companies small,” he says. (Even though the airline now has 6000 staff, Branson likes to think it has “retained a small company environment and informality.”)
•  The ability to create and manage effective joint ventures.



Others have suggested Branson’s own real core competence is the ability to motivate people and push them to the limit. Still others, point to his relentless and sometimes ruthless negotiating skills.

Asked how one becomes a millionaire, Branson replies that you start off as a billionaire and then open an airline.



Careful dissection, however, reveals that the truth is more subtle. The Branson phenomenon can be reduced to a number of lessons that can sharpen the business acumen of any manager or entrepreneur. But that doesn’t mean that the formula can be duplicated. What the analysis shows is that it takes a very special individual to run a business the Branson way. The question is, do you have what it takes to be a Richard Branson?

BRANSON’S WORLD

A brief history of Virgin:

 

 

1950 Richard Charles Nicholas Branson born, first child of Edward Branson, barrister, and Eve Branson, former dancer and air stewardess.

1964 Admitted to Stowe School, Buckinghamshire.

1966 Branson founds Student magazine with a school friend.

1967 Branson leaves school after O levels and moves to London to concentrate on magazine.

1968 January 26, first issue of Student Magazine, Richard Branson’s first business venture is produced. Branson founds non-profit Student Advisory Centre.

1969 Branson takes out High Court writ to force the Beatles to provide recording for Student’s front cover. First advertisement for mail order record business appears in last issue of Student.

1970 Start of Virgin mail-order operation. Branson fined £7 for using words “venereal disease” in publicity material for Student Advisory Centre.

1971 Postal strike. First Virgin record store opens in London’s Oxford Street. Simon Draper, Branson’s South African cousin, joins Virgin. Raided by HM Customs & Excise, the UK tax authorities; Branson arrested for purchase tax fraud. Agrees to pay £53,000 in tax and duties over next three years. Prosecution is dropped.

1972 First Virgin recording studio opens at “The Manor” near Oxford, England. Mike Oldfield starts recording Tubular Bells. Branson marries first wife Kristen Tomassi.

1973 Virgin Record label is launched with Tubular Bells becoming one of the biggest selling records of the decade. Music publishing business established in the UK.

1975 Branson unsuccessfully tries to sign the Rolling Stones and 10CC.

1976 Sex Pistols cause furore when they swear on early evening TV. TV presenter Bill Grundy is fired.

1977 Virgin signs the Sex Pistols after both EMI and A&M have decided they are too controversial.

1978 The Venue, Virgin’s first night club, opens … Human League signed to Virgin record label.

1980 Virgin Records moves into overseas markets, initially through licensing deals but later through its own subsidiaries in France and then elsewhere.

1981 Phil Collins signs to Virgin.

1982 Virgin talent scout discovers Boy George. Culture Club signs to Virgin for worldwide rights.

1983 Virgin Vision (forerunner of Virgin Communications) is formed to distribute films and videos. Vanson Developments, Virgin’s property company is formed. Virgin Games (computer games software publisher) is launched … Virgin Group’s combined pre-tax profit rises to £2 million on turnover of just under £50 million.

1984 Virgin Atlantic Airways and Virgin Cargo are launched. Acquisition of interest in luxury hotel in Deya, Mallorca, forerunner to hotel operations in UK and Caribbean. Don Cruickshank hired as Virgin’s new group managing director; Trevor Abbott brought in as finance director. Virgin Vision launches “The Music Channel,” a 24-hour satellite-delivered music station and produces the award-winning film 1984.

1985 £25 million placing of 7% Convertible Stock is completed with 25 English and Scottish institutions, in the run up to floating the company. Branson transfers bulk of Virgin shareholding to offshore trusts Virgin wins a Business Enterprise Award for company of the year. Virgin Holidays is formed. Branson joins unsuccessful Challenger attempt on Atlantic crossing record.

1986 Virgin Group, comprising the music, retail and property, and -communications divisions, is floated on the London Stock Exchange. (Airline, clubs, holidays and aviation services remain part of privately owned company called Voyager Group.) Branson breaks Atlantic sea speed record in Challenger II, winning huge -publicity.

1987 Virgin Records America is launched, quickly followed by subsidiary in Japan. BSB. Virgin sets up 525 post production facility in Los Angeles to work on high quality commercials and pop videos. Stock market crashes, Virgin share price falls back to below 90p. Branson forced to abandon attempt at hostile takeover of EMI. Mates condoms launched, with proceeds to go to Healthcare Foundation. Virgin directors veto use of company name on condom venture. Virgin shares listed on NASDAQ exchange in US.

1988 Richard Branson announces management buy-out of Virgin Group, following the stock market crash in October. Branson and other Virgin directors buy company from other shareholders with loan of £182.5 million.

1989 Virgin Atlantic Airways announces doubled pre-tax profits at £10 million. Cruickshank resigns as Group MD, Abbott takes over. Branson marries Joan Templeman.

1990 Branson and Per Lindstrand fly Pacific in hot air balloon. Gulf War breaks out during flight triggering airline recession. Virgin Atlantic sends 747 to Iraq to pick up British hostages. Virgin Retail Group and Marui (Japanese retailer) announce the formation of 50:50 joint venture company to operate Megastores in Japan.

1991 Virgin Publishing is formed by combining WH Allen, Allison & Busby and Virgin Books. Virgin operates first Heathrow services. Virgin sells 50 % of Megastores business to WHSmith. Branson decides to sell -Virgin Music Group - “the jewel in the crown.”

1992 Sale of Virgin Music Group to THORN EMI. The deal values Virgin Music Group at US $1 billion, with Richard Branson to remain non-executive president of the group. Post production interests are reorganized under a new holding company Virgin Television. US carrier Vintage Airtours is established to operate a daily service from Orlando to Florida Keys, offering nostalgic trips in DC-3. Branson threatens libel action against British Airways for dismissing his allegations of “dirty tricks” as publicity seeking.

1993 British Airways settles libel action for £610,000 plus all legal costs (total costs believed to exceed £4.5 million). Virgin Atlantic voted airline of the year by Executive Travel magazine for the third year running. Virgin Radio 1215 AM launched.

1994 Branson bids for franchise to run Britain’s National Lottery, promising to give all profits to charitable foundation. Lottery awarded to rival Camelot consortium. Virgin Atlantic takes $325 million anti-trust case against British Airways to US court. Branson family narrowly escapes death in car crash on M40 motorway. Virgin Cola launched with much fanfare.

1995 Virgin Direct Personal Financial Service is launched. Virgin, TPG Partners, a major US investment fund and Hotel Properties Ltd announce the acquisition of MGM Cinemas. Australian Mutual Provincial (AMP) buys a 50% stake in Virgin Direct, buying out Norwich Union, the original partner.

1996 Virgin Bride, the largest bridal retail shop in Europe is launched in London. Virgin enters the Internet market with Virgin.net. Virgin Rail Group wins franchise to operate InterCity Express services linking 130 stations across Britain.

1997 Virgin’s bid to operate the InterCity West Coast train service is successful, with a 15 year rail franchise. Virgin Vie, a new joint venture cosmetics and beauty care company, launches its four flagship stores in Britain. Virgin Direct launches its first banking product, Virgin One Account. Chris Evans’ Ginger Productions acquires Virgin Radio for £85 million. The company, renamed Ginger Media Group, to be run by the existing staff under the Virgin Radio name.

1998 Virgin Trading purchases remaining stake in Virgin Cola from Cott Europe, taking full control of sales, marketing, logistics and distribution.

1999 Branson knighted in New Year’s Honours List. Sells 49 percent of Virgin Atlantic to Singapore Airlines. Virgin Mobile launched.

2000 Loses second bid to operate the National Lottery, after a selection process dogged by controversy hands it to incumbent, Camelot. Virgin Clothing folds in the UK. Virgin Cars launched.

2001 Sells stake in mortgage brokerage Virgin One to Royal Bank of Scotland. Virgin Trains launches “world’s biggest rail offer.” Cuts almost all rail fares by 50 percent. Promotion doesn’t run as smoothly as Virgin would like.

2002 Virgin credit card introduced.

2003 Virgin Shops merges with Virgin Megastores. Virgin Cars opens the first ever vehicle department store in Manchester.

2004 It’s up, up and away as Virgin announces the launch of Virgin Galactic - tourist travel into space. Virgin Atlantic celebrates its 20th birthday.

2006 The Virgin Atlantic Globalflyer piloted by Steve Fossett breaks the record for the longest flight in history. Branson announces $3 billion investment in tackling global warming.






NOTES 

1   Curiously enough, Virgin’s executives originally refused to let Branson use the Virgin brand on contraceptives, fearing it would be too controversial.
2   Jackson, Tim, Virgin King, HarperCollins, London, 1994.
3   Branson, Richard, BBC ‘Money Programme’ Lecture, 1998.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/dear_9781907293245_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
RICHARD






OEBPS/dear_9781907293245_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THIRD EDITION
DES DEARLOVE

"

i\w&

e 7 o






OEBPS/dear_9781907293245_oeb_001_r1.jpg
I BUSINESS THE I

THIRD EDITION
DES DEARLOVE
10 SECRETS OF THE WORLD’S
GREATEST BRAND BUILDER






OEBPS/dear_9781907293245_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





