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f there is one man who has defined entrepreneurial 
success for a generation of young and ambitious 
business hopefuls, it’s Sir Richard Branson. Poster-
boy for the anti-establishment and underdog turned 
benchmark-of-accomplishment, his sincere smile 
and candid approach to business are wonderfully 
alluring. He also evokes an every-man quality that 

says, “hey, if I can do this, you can too”, and since Foundr Magazine is 
founded on many of the values and driving forces that Branson is famous 
for, we thought he would be an absolute goldmine of advice for those of 
us who are starting out on our own entrepreneurial journeys. He’s also a 
bit of a rock star of the business world, so we were a little bit star-struck 
by his offer to answer some of our questions in an exclusive interview.

Does the world’s 
greatest mentor 
have a mentor of his 
own?

S
omething that many people 
define as critical to their success 
is identifying great mentors. 
For most of us, that means 
finding someone who can help 
you develop your business and 
leadership skills, or coach and 

guide you through specific challenges. And 
when you’re starting out, it might seem like 
there is the potential for mentoring from lots 
of the people you meet. But what about when 
you’re at the top of your game – is having a 
great mentor still important? Branson claims 
that it is, but when you’re already at the top, 
who is it you can look to for guidance? 

“In the past, I’ve had some wonderful mentors. 
Outside my friends, family and staff [there has 
been] Freddie Laker, Nelson Mandela, Desmond 
Tutu, Peter Gabriel, the late, great Mo Mowlam 
and the aviation genius Burt Rutan [have] all 
given me some great guidance and inspiration.” 
Branson offers a stellar list of heavy hitters to 
say the least.

But he also recognises the potential for a kind 
of mentoring from those he works with on a 
day-to-day basis: 

“With all my employees, 
I listen to them, trust in 
them, believe in them, 
respect them and let 
them have a go. I never 
believe I know better than 
they do and have been 
fortunate over the years 
to build up a very strong 
management team whom 
I can trust and take 
advice from.”
It’s this respect for each individual person that a 
lot of people find so irresistible about Branson’s 
leadership style. Regardless of status or title, he 
has an uncanny ability to distinguish the value 
in a person’s ideas and their contribution to his 
business.
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When it comes to facing setbacks and dealing with 
failure, Branson has had his fair share of experi-
ence:
 

“I’ve had many challenges  
every entrepreneur does. 
It’s the nature of the beast.”
 
But what it is about the way that he deals with 
these challenges that sets him apart from the rest 
of us? How is he able to consistently turn failure 
into success? 

Everyone’s 
favourite 
underdog

“It can be a challenge not to 
let failure, or negativity from 
others, prevent you from going 
after what you believe in, and 
what in your gut you know can 
work. However, it’s important to 
face these challenges head on 
and give them a go – and im-
portantly, don’t beat yourself up 
if you fail. Just pick yourself up, 
learn as much as you can from 
the experience and get on with 
the next challenge.”
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The 
stratospheric 
rise of Virgin 
Galactic

Never has Branson’s reputation as a brave 
visionary been more evident than in his 
Virgin Galactic business. This once-in-
comprehensible venture was consistently 

championed by Branson, despite facing unfavour-
able odds of success. But his unfaltering belief in 
the concept, and his trust in his team’s ability to 
execute the concept successfully, has meant that 
Virgin Galactic trips are no longer just an ‘if’, but 
are a ‘when’.

It can seem hard to relate such a huge endeavour 
to the everyday goals we set ourselves in our lives 
and businesses. But even though sending a pas-
senger aircraft into space might seem dispropor-
tionate to what you think is achievable, remember 
that it is the process of dreaming, and of goal set-
ting, that gets you to the endpoint: 

[I started dreaming up the concept] “back in 1969 
at my family home in England [while] watching the 
live pictures of astronauts travelling to the moon. I 
was spellbound, and from then on was determined 
that one day I would follow them into space.” 

Dreams. Determination. This stuff isn’t rocket sci-
ence (well, apart from in the example of Virgin Ga-
lactic). Branson has a brave imagination, and he’s 
fearless in his pursuit. After all, who else can lay 
claim to having sailed across the Atlantic in record 
time, completed the fastest crossing of the English 
Channel in an amphibious vehicle and attempting 
to circumnavigate the entire planet in a hot air 
balloon? His appetite for extreme achievement is 
insatiable: 

It’s a trait you’ll see time and time 
again in successful leaders, and 
Branson’s optimistic nature and 
positive outlook are critical to his 
ability to bounce back. After all, 
the hardest lesson to learn about 
fulfilling your potential as an en-
trepreneur is that the path to suc-
cess is often paved with slabs of 
failure – but it’s what you learn 
from the process of creating that 
path that makes it smoother the 
further you progress. And if you 
can keep on smiling the whole 
way, as Branson does, even in the 
face of adversity, your journey to-
wards your dream future will be 
all the more rewarding. “You’ve 
got one go in life,” Branson 
quotes his grandma, “so make 
the most of it.”

SUCCESS STORY
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“I like challenges in life and 
pushing myself out of my comfort 
zone… I was very impressed, and 
must say a little jealous, of Felix 
Baumgartner’s recent record for 
the highest and fastest ever 
skydive jump from space.” 

he reality is, 
that could 
very well have 
been Branson 
jumping from 
the deck down 
to Earth – he 
has set himself 

a precedent for this kind of fearless 
activity, and we probably wouldn’t have 
been that shocked if it was Branson in 
the space suit. It’s what we’ve come to 
expect from him. So what’s next? 

“I am yet to decide 
what my next big 
challenge will be, but 
watch this space…” 

We absolutely will Sir Richard!

Improver to innovator

Until the creation of Virgin Galactic, 
Branson’s businesses within the 
Virgin group were largely pitched as 
alternatives sent into an established 
sector to act as an activist brand. 
Branson purposely pursued the best 
performers in stable categories: 
British Airways, British Rail, British 
Telecom – he even chased down Coca 
Cola and Pepsi. And what stood out 
to many people (and was likely a 
contributing factor to his immense 
popularity and success) was the 

remarkable and endearing panache 
with which he launched each venture. 

However, coming at an existing 
category from the angle of disruptor 
to the status quo, is very different 
from what he is now attempting to do 
with Galactic: that is, to become the 
innovator. Does it require a different 
approach when switching from 
improver to innovator? 

“Not really. The core principles are the 
same,” was Branson’s response. “I 
believe that a great company, whether 
improving a sector or creating a 
new one, needs to have an excellent 
product or service at its core, needs 
strong management to execute the 
plan and [needs] a good brand to give 
it the edge over its competitors.” – all 
of the qualities that the Virgin Group 
are known and respected for.

And it’s more than just theoretical 
principles: “providing quality service, 
combined with value for money 
[achieved] in an innovative way 
ensures you offer real value.” Branson 
is also very passionate about, “being 
responsible to society and the planet.”

SUCCESS 
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So what if he were to start from 
scratch, or had his time over again. 
Which project or business would he 
choose to work on if he could 
only pick one?



“It’s difficult to pick just one, as we 
have had many successes to be proud 
of over the years! For me, the triumphs 
that stand out the most are when, despite 
a lot of doubt and criticism, Virgin has 
entered a sector and truly turned it on its 
head in a positive way.”

Branson’s 
satisfac-
tion in dis-
proving the 
hypothesis 
is one of his 

most endearing char-
acteristics. In a mar-
ketplace where Virgin 
brands are quite often 
the underdog when go-
ing head to head against 

the category leaders, 
the reward of success is 
more than just profit:

“Watching my staff’s 
faces, whether that 
be at Virgin Atlantic 
when we first launched 
in 1984 or at Virgin 
Trains in 1997, when 
the doubters and the 
critics – who said we’d 

never do it, we’d never 
turn an industry around, 
we’d fall flat on our 
backsides – were being 
proved wrong. There’s 
no better satisfaction 
than watching the peo-
ple around you, who 
have worked day and 
night to get something 
right, realising that 
dream.”

FOODJUNKIE
Advice for young 
entrepreneurs of today
The opportunity to tap Bran-
son’s brain for insights into 
being a young entrepreneur at 
the start of their career gave 
us the chance to ask him what 
he would do if he were a start-
up with no money today:

“First and foremost, a 
successful business 
must have a sound 
knowledge of its mar-
ket, and work on how its 
product or service will 
be different, stand out 
and improve people’s 
lives. If you can ensure 
it responds to a real 
need out there in the 
marketplace, your 
business can punch 
well above its weight.” 

That’s encouraging advice for 
the majority of us who have 
very little to leverage finan-
cially. As long as your market 
research is accurate and thor-
ough, and you’ve identified the 
need for your product, a suc-
cessful business is possible. 

What about the internet? Back 
when Branson created Student 
Magazine and Virgin Records, 
the lay of the land was very 
different, especially in terms of 
publishing and marketing. We 
asked if he thought that the in-
ternet had levelled the playing 
field for young entrepreneurs: 
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So essentially yes, the internet has 
created a more level playing field 
in terms of finding your opportu-
nities and getting your message 
out there, but ultimately, you still 
need to be focused on refining that 
core idea that drives your business. 
After all, without exacting research 
and planning, no business will suc-
ceed on internet exposure alone.

When it comes to deciding which 
of your ideas to focus on fully de-
veloping, Branson says there’s no 
winning formula to help decide 
which ideas will work and which 
won’t: 

“I definitely go on gut instinct, but 
it has always had the back up of 
research and information. Never… 
be frightened of taking risks, and 
always follow your instincts! Don’t 
be afraid to take that leap into the 
unknown.” 

The wonderful thing about Bran-
son is, he could be meaning that 
quite literally. 

“I’ve taken many knocks over the 
years, but it has only made me 
stronger and more determined to 
succeed. I always say: the brave 
may not live forever, but the cau-
tious do not live at all!” 

And if fortune favours the bold, 
Branson’s personal wealth is sure-
ly testament to the fact that he 
lives by his statement.

On 
leadership
Studying the qualities that are 
present in successful leaders is 
the fastest way to nurture your own 
fledgling potential. Determining the 
strengths you admire in others, as 
well as identifying areas for per-
sonal development, can help you 
become a successful leader in your 
own business and projects. Bran-
son offers perspective on his own 
approach: 

“I believe a good leader 
brings out the best in peo-
ple by listening to them, 
trusting them, believing 
in them, respecting them 
and letting them have 
a go.” 

A
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with access to an incredible wealth 
of information. This has changed 
the way we see the world and is 
also a great source of innovation 
and entrepreneurial opportunities. 

ll in all, 
the In-
ternet is 
a force 
for good, 
provid-
ing young 
entre-
preneurs 



Mentorship is key to unlocking 
each of our entrepreneurial spirits. 
The Virgin Group operates a 
number of entrepreneurial 
programmes around the world. 

ore spe-
cifically: 
“when em-
ployees tell 
you about 
their good 

ideas for the business, 
don’t limit your response 
to asking questions, tak-
ing notes and following 
up. If you can, ask those 
people to lead their proj-
ects and take respon-
sibility for them. From 
those experiences, they 
will then have built up 
the confidence to take on 
more, and you can take a 
further step back.”

This is quality coaching 
in action. If this is the 
autonomous ideal that 
he subscribes to, it’s no 
wonder that Branson’s 
staff are as captivated by 
him as the public is. And 
it really works; the more 
you encourage people 
to take the initiative, the 
more they will deliver. 

Branson’s businesses are 
proof of this.

On future generations
Both our current and 
future generations are 
likely to look up to Bran-
son as one of the most 
inspirational entrepre-
neurs of all time, and his 
influence will no doubt 
stretch beyond the next 
generation of leaders. It’s 
a legacy that he is ex-
tremely proud of: 

“If young people do see 
me as an example (I’m 
very flattered if they do!), 
I hope it is as someone 
who will go out there and 
live life to the full.”

So how can he ensure 
this legacy has a positive 
impact on future genera-
tions? 

“I have always believed 
that business should be 
a force for good, and The 

B Team – an organisation 
incubated by Virgin Unite 
(the not-for-profit arm of 
the Virgin Group) – has 
started to frame a new 
approach to business, 
where people and planet 
are business priorities 
alongside profit.”

Branson also believes 
it goes back to the idea 
of positive mentoring to 
help develop the next 
generation: 

“Mentorship is key to 
unlocking each of our 
entrepreneurial spirits. 
The Virgin Group oper-

ates a number of entre-
preneurial programmes 
around the world. The 
Branson Centres for 
Entrepreneurship provide 
mentoring to young en-
trepreneurs in Jamaica 
and South Africa, Virgin 
Media Pioneers connects 
entrepreneurs [to each 
other] so that they can 
share their ideas and get 
feedback from other as-
piring innovators, and our 
work with Start Up Loans 
is providing UK entrepre-
neurs with mentorship 
and a loan to help them 
get on their feet.”

Succ e SS STORY

M

“If young people do see me as 
an example (I’m very flattered 
if they do!), I hope it is as 
someone who will go out there 
and live life to the full.”



Providing this crucial 
development for the 
next generation of 
leaders means that 

Branson is able to ensure 
he has a positive impact, 
even after his own entre-
preneurial days are over. By 
coaching and empowering 
young entrepreneurs, he is 
not only gifting them with 
a head start in terms of 
knowledge, but also in terms 
of networks. Branson rec-
ognises that it is the rela-
tionships that you form with 
your peers that are critical 
to success: bouncing ideas 
around, getting constructive 
feedback, picking holes in 
each other’s plans in order 
to make them better, this is 
what turns a great idea into 
a brilliant idea, and inevita-
bly helps you achieve your 
dream. 

So what would his advice 
be to a young version of 
himself if he could speak to 
him from the other side of 
success? What would be the 
question that a young Bran-
son would have valued the 
answer to the most?

“That’s a very difficult ques-
tion, as I have learnt so 
much over my forty years of 
business which would have 
been valuable to me when I 
was younger. Maybe: is it ok 
to take big risks?” 

Judging by his own prece-
dent, the answer is yes – as 
long as the risks are miti-
gated as far as possible (as 
he states previously, market 
research and an accurate 
assessment of the public de-
sire or need for your product 
and service helps to answer 
this question).

Branson’s key to success?
For a man who has brought 
many ideas to fruition over 
the years, clearly there must 
be some consistent process-
es or definitive steps to de-
livery. Branson summarises 
some of his keys to success:

“First we develop a sound 
knowledge of the market 
using many different chan-
nels including social me-
dia, and then we work on 
how our product or service 
will be different, stand out 
and improve people’s lives 
compared to other existing 
ones.”

“Our brand appreciates 
what the customer wants 
and is always delivering an 
extremely high standard of 
product and service. Our 
staff believes in what they 
sell and would buy the prod-
uct themselves. We would 
need to ensure that our 
brand is not at risk of dis-
repute and would adopt it 
to local cultures whilst still 
staying true to the core of 
what the brand stands for, at 
Virgin that is: quality, value 
for money, innovation, com-
petitive challenge and fun.”

“I am a great believer that 
you need passion and energy 
to create a truly successful 
business. Remember, many 
new businesses do not make 
it and running a business 
will be a tough experience, 
involving long hours and 
many hard decisions – it 
helps to have that passion to 
keep you going.”

And there you have it, the 
Foundr Magazines gospel 
according to an entrepre-
neur of the highest order – 
Sir Richard Branson.

Lucy Piper is a freelance writer 
specialising in sport, travel, health & 
wellbeing, and motivation. A monthly 
columnist in Triathlon & Multisport 
Magazine, she’s on track to be triathlon’s 
answer to Carrie Bradshaw.

Search out good mentors both 
on a peer level and a more 
senior level than your own

Mistakes are inevitable – it’s how 
you use them to your advantage 
that defines your path to 
success. 

Set goals, and then pursue 
them fearlessly and with 
determination.
 

Lots of people will tell you that 
something isn’t going to work. 
It’s your choice whether you 
listen to them, or prove them 
wrong.

Research meticulously. Mitigate 
as much risk as you can so 
that as soon as you’re ready 
to launch, you know that your 
product and service will be in 
demand.

Build a reliable, enthusiastic and 
energetic team, and trust them 
to develop and lead projects.

Branson’s 
Keys to Success


