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ABSTRACT 

Unique individuals are fascinating as we all want to be successful.  There is thus a need to 

understand, unpack and share the psychological development and traits that allow some people to 

become sui generis, and to learn from them.  

Psychobiographical research is a qualitative approach that can be utilised to uncover the 

story of such an individual life, resulting in greater understanding of the psychological concepts 

underpinning the person.  This form of study is invaluable, and involves applying psychological 

theory to lives completed or unfinished, enabling the development and testing of developmental 

theories. 

Richard Branson (1950-present), an entrepreneur, adventurer, philanthropist and family 

man is the single psychological subject chosen in this study.  Branson was selected based on 

interest value, his uniqueness and the lack of a specifically academic and psychologically focused 

case study on his life. 

The primary aim was to explore and describe Branson’s personality development across 

his life, to date.  This was achieved by applying both Maslow’s (1954, 1970) theory of optimal 

development and Adler’s (1929, 1956) Individual Psychology theory to provide a comprehensive 

idiographic interpretation of the development of Branson.  To achieve this, the case study utilised 

the systematic and consistent collection, analysis and interpretation of life history materials, 

highlighting three areas of development, namely Childhood, Adolescence and Adulthood.  The 

theoretical frameworks were used to discern, transform and reconstruct his life into a coherent and 

illuminating narrative of his psychological movement through life.  Alexander’s (1988; 1990) model 

of identifying salient themes was used to analyse data for analytical generalisation (Yin, 2009).  The 

conceptual framework derived from the theoretical perspective was constructed to organize, 

integrate data, and guide the presentation and discussion of findings of the study in an integrative 

and comprehensive manner. 

The findings suggest both Maslow’s and Adler’s theories considered the biopsychosocial 

context in Branson’s personality development and, at least to some extent, supported concepts 

indicative of progression toward optimality through having met the needs of the ego actualisation 

of his self, toward transcending selfishness and attaining altruism and social interest.                                                     

The study of Branson’s personality development has provided a positive demonstration of 

the value of Maslow’s (1970a) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theories to understand the process of 

development.  It has further highlighted the unique trajectory of an individual’s life, contextualized, 

as well as the possibility of being agents in our own lives and despite challenges, able to become 

our own idiosyncratic best.  The study also highlights the need, at a macro level, for governments 

to assist those unable to satisfy basic needs such as food, shelter and safety, to set an imperative, 
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to aid those who struggle if a country and its people are to be uplifted.  In terms of Adlerian theory, 

the study highlights the importance of family and early experiences in supporting the earliest years 

of children to assist them to develop an identity that is healthy and socially useful. 

Finally, recommendations were made for future research utilising a psychobiographical 

research design to uncover, illuminate and reconstruct the lives of outstanding and interesting 

individuals. 

Key words: Psychobiographical research, Qualitative Approach, Develop and Test Psychological 

Theory, Richard Branson, Analytical Generalisation, Maslow’s Theory, Adler’s Theory, 

Psychological Health, Personality Development 
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1.  INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 

1.1   Chapter Preview 

    In this introductory chapter, a general orientation to the research is presented, after which the 

research problem is stated, and the importance and aim of the study described.  A reflection of the 

researcher’s personal passage follows, with the chapter concluding with an overview of the entire thesis. 

1.2   Context of the Research 

   A definitive account of a personality is an impossible task, as the idiosyncrasies and nuances of an 

entire life can never be fully captured.  Nevertheless, researching and studying a life provides an opportunity 

to gain insight into the complex realm of a personality, enabling a rich glimpse into that person.  In this 

study, the researcher set out to explore and describe Branson’s life trajectory from birth in 1950, to the 

present day.  In doing so, Branson’s development has been conceptualised and interpreted from an 

integrated perspective, utilising staged and dynamic concepts.  The staged concepts consisted of the 

theoretical platforms from which the subject was analysed, and the dynamism emanated from the life 

trajectory and experiences surrounding the subject.  To achieve this, a psychobiographical research 

approach was adopted to holistically investigate the motivation of this charismatic and controversial figure 

– with a view to reinterpreting Branson’s life, from a psychological perspective. 

   Maslow’s (1954, 1970a) theory of motivation and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual 

psychology were adopted to frame the life of Branson, focusing particularly on personality development.  

The theories provided an effective platform from which to elucidate the subject’s life against various 

motivational concepts.  Thought imperfect, a more comprehensive description and understanding through 

the application of the theories, has been created.  The data collected, and the biographical content 

analysed, comprised only published materials. 

1.3   Psychobiographical Approach to Research 

   According to Elms (1994), psychologists have much to learn from studying individual lives in detail.  

A way this can be achieved is through psychobiographical research.  Psychobiography may be viewed as 

the application of a systematic theory to the life of an individual, providing psychological descriptions for 

behaviour, achievements, and failures (Elms, 1988).  The term ‘psychobiography’ has been described and 

defined in many ways.  Elms (1994), for example, described psychobiography as a way of doing 

psychology, not merely a way of doing a biography.  Shared by most definitions is an acknowledgement of 

both a psychological analysis of an individual’s life and a biographical depiction of an individual’s life history 

and achievements. The field of psychobiography usually refers to “finished lives” (Carlson, 1988, p. 106).  

However, Carlson (1988) asserts that the person of interest may or may not have completed their life, and 

as indicated, utilises psychological theory to provide an in-depth interpretation of a life (McAdams, 1988, 

1994b; Runyan, 1984; Schultz, 2005).   
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   As an approach to research, psychobiography adopts a qualitative, longitudinal case study of one 

person’s life and is, at times, cross-cultural in nature (Anderson, 1981a; McLeod, 1994).  The essence of 

the task, as McAdams (1994a, p.2) asserted, is to interpret data in relation to a specific person to “discern, 

discover, or even formulate the central, organising, animating story of that person’s life”. This form of 

research encapsulates the spirit of psychology as it aims to gain insight into the complexity (and dynamism) 

of the human personality (Welman, 2009).  The collected and examined materials were both 

autobiographical and biographical.  Resources consulted included books, journals, newspaper articles and 

internet sources.   

   There is acknowledgement that psychobiographies add value to psychology (Schultz, 2005). 

However, it has been a highly underrated and neglected method of research (Stroud, 2004).  Additionally, 

there is ongoing critical debate over the value of this type of research (Lejeune, 1989; Stanley, 1992).  

Specific concerns centre on the fact that some tend to be reductionist or narrow in focus (Anderson, 1981b; 

Schultz, 2005), and lacking in generalisability (Roberts, 2002; Runyan, 1984).  Despite criticisms, some 

authors assert the value of studying lives to improve our understanding of various psychological concepts 

and phenomena cannot be overlooked (Roberts, 2002; Schultz, 2005).   

According to Fouché and van Niekerk (2010), some South African universities are nurturing 

psychobiographical studies as a means to theoretical development in psychology. This is the first doctoral 

study of this nature conducted at the University of Fort Hare of which the researcher is aware.    

1.4   Overview of the Theoretical Framework 

  Selected for this psychobiographical study are Maslow’s (1954, 1970a) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) 

theories of personality development.   

Maslow (1943a, 1970a) postulated a theory of personality based on his studies of those whose 

development over their lifespan led them to be described as exceptional or outstanding.  His goal was to 

acknowledge how much potential we have for full human development, as he believed that examining the 

healthiest personalities would inform us of the depth of our capacities and capabilities.     Maslow (1970b, 

p. 88) described humans as “perpetually wanting animals” because as “one desire is satisfied, another pops 

up to take its place.  Maslow categorised human needs into two separate, intrinsically connected 

motivations, being Deficiency Motivations, and Growth Motivations.  Maslow asserted that a pre-requisite 

for attaining optimal development, is satisfying a hierarchy of needs, universal and innate needs arranged 

in a hierarchy from strongest to weakest.  The needs must be at least partially satisfied in this order before 

the need for self-actualisation emerges.  They include: (1) physiological needs, (2) safety needs, (3) love 

and belonging needs, (4) esteem needs, (5) cognitive needs, (6) aesthetic needs, (7) self-actualising needs, 

and the need for 8) transcendence.  We are not motivated by all the needs simultaneously.  Instead, we 

are motivated by only one, and the one is contingent upon which of these other needs have been satisfied.  

These are:  Physiological needs which include food, water, air, sleep, and sex.  Safety needs involve 
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security, stability, protection, order, and freedom from fear and anxiety.  On reaching a certain level of 

fulfilment of physical and safety needs, we are driven by Love and Belonging needs.  We satisfy love needs 

by creating an intimate, caring relationship with another person, or with people in general and it is important 

to give and receive love.  Belonging needs are fulfilled by feeling at one with groups or ideas which reflect 

our values and characteristics.  Upon satisfying Love and Belonging needs, we look to develop a sense of 

esteem.  Esteem needs consist of two types: esteem derived from others in the form of recognition, and 

self-esteem gained by feeling confident and secure in ourselves.  Esteem needs are built upon knowing 

who and what we are.  Cognitive needs represent the need to know and understand the world in which we 

live.  Aesthetic needs include beauty, symmetry, poetry, music and the like.  Satisfaction of all these needs 

leads to being driven by the highest needs, those for Self-Actualisation (Ego) and finally, Transcendence.  

The term Self-Actualisation is defined as the development and use of all our qualities and abilities, 

becoming what we have the potential to become.  Even though the lower-order needs have been satisfied, 

we will feel frustrated and discontent if we fail to attempt to satisfy the need for self-actualisation.  

Transcendence is at the highest level of development, being the person’s transcendence of self and ego, 

to becoming a unified whole, with an outward focus.   

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory is at once a model of personality, a theory of psychopathology, and in many 

cases the foundation of a method for mind development and personal growth.  Adler wrote “Every individual 

represents a unity of personality and the individual then fashions that unity.  The individual is thus both the 

picture and the artist.  Therefore if one can change one’s concept of self, they can change the picture being 

painted.”  His Individual Psychology is based on a humanistic model and among the basic concepts are: 

(a) Holism: the Adlerian views man (or woman) as a unit, a self-conscious whole that functions as an 

open system, not as a collection of drives and instincts. 

(b) Field Theory.  The premise that an individual can only be studied by his (or her) movements, 

actions and relationships within his (or her) social field.  In the context of Mind Development, this 

is essentially the examination of tasks of work, and the individual’s feelings of belonging to the 

group. 

(c) Teleology (“power to will” or the belief that individuals are guided not only by mechanical forces 

but that they also move toward certain goals of self-realisation).  While Adler’s name is linked most 

often with the term ‘inferiority-complex’, towards the end of his career he became more concerned 

with observing the individual’s struggle for significance or competence (later discussed by Maslow 

as self-realisation or self-actualisation).  He believed that, standing before the unknown, each 

person strives to become perfect, and in health is motivated by one dynamic force – the upward 

striving for completion – and all else is subordinated to this one master motive.  Behaviour is 

understood as goal-directed movement, though the person may not be fully aware of this 

motivation. 
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(d) The Creative Self.  The concept of the creative self-places the responsibility for the individuals 

personality in his (or her) own hands.  The psychologist utilizing Adlerian premises views the 

individual as responsible, and attempts to show the person the one cannot blame others or 

uncontrollable forces for his (or her) current condition. 

(e) Life-Style.  An individual’s striving towards significance and belonging can be observed as a 

pattern.  The pattern manifests early in life (by 4 or 5) and can be observed as a theme throughout 

his (or her) lifetime.  This permeates all aspects of perception and action.  If one understands an 

individual’s lifestyle, the behaviour makes sense. 

(f) Private Intelligence.  The reasoning invented by an individual to stimulate and justify a self-serving 

style of living.  By contrast, common sense represents society’s cumulative, consensual reasoning 

that recognizes the wisdom of mutual benefit. 

1.5    Primary Aim of Research 

The primary aim was to explore and describe the life of Branson according to Maslow’s (1970a) and 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) dynamic theories of personality development.  In implementing a psychobiographical 

paradigm, the goal was to discern, transform and reconstruct Branson’s life into a coherent and illuminating 

academic and psychological narrative.       

   The concept of personality is relative and elusive, the investigative focus of which varies amongst 

the different theoretical paradigms.  Within this construct, the idiographic stance employed allows for a more 

holistic conceptualisation of the subject.  As such, the aim was not to prove or disprove Branson’s optimal 

personality functioning, but rather to explore the nature of his development, with special emphasis on 

healthy functioning.  It was not the intention to generalise the findings to the larger population through 

statistical generalisation.  Rather, through the investigation, to generalise the findings to the theory adopted 

– which construct is known as analytical generalisation (Yin, 2009).  Roberts (2002) suggested a 

psychobiographical research methodology may be used to unlock conceptual insights into psychological 

theory through the collection, interpretation and presentation of biographical data.  Thus, analytical 

generalisation provides the opportunity to informally test selected aspects of the theory applied (Martin, 

1996; McLeod, 1994), and the opportunity to further develop existing theory (Fouché, 1999). 

   This qualitative psychobiographical study may be described as both exploratory-descriptive and 

descriptive-dialogic in nature.  The exploratory-descriptive nature refers to the provision of a rich and 

accurate description of Branson’s personality development that provides an in-depth understanding of 

these concepts, within his social context.  The descriptive-dialogic nature refers to the faithful portrayal and 

description of a phenomenon and to clarify and informally test the content of specific theories (Edwards, 

1990), such as the theories highlighted in this study. 

1.6   Researcher’s Personal Passage 
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In accordance with the qualitative research method, it is imperative that the researcher be aware of her 

subjectivity and impact on the interpretation of data.  It is thus relevant to summarise the researcher’s 

personal passage in choosing Branson as the subject.   

During her formative years, the researcher was exposed to many psychosocial factors that created 

limitations onto her life, when compared with peers.  These included poverty, a sense of emotional 

abandonment in her family, as well as academic challenges.  This caused tremendous stressors both within 

the formal schooling sector and socially.  The researcher felt like an outsider and battled academically.  She 

recalls an educator telling her that her highest aim should be to become an airhostess, that she would be 

a failure in life.  She compared this with her peers who were encouraged to obtain a university education.  

Coming from a large family of 9 children, there was no academic input from her working class parents, and 

little time for emotional or academic nurturing.  She simply had to raise herself.  These challenges resulted 

in her developing a keen interest in people from a voyeuristic viewpoint, as well as in reading widely, and 

she became a daydreamer. Her relationship toward her siblings was tenuous, as most were older whilst 

the younger two were boys and seemed to have their own interests.  The only sibling with whom she 

developed a close bond was her older sister, with whom she still enjoys a special relationship. 

On first reading about Branson, the researcher was fascinated by his entrepreneurial acumen whilst 

still seeming to have a lot of fun.  This presented a dichotomy as the researcher’s experience of 

entrepreneurs was that they were solemn, authoritarian and stuffy.  On discovering psychobiography as a 

research paradigm, the researcher became stimulated by the prospect of trying to unpack the seeming 

conundrum that is Branson.  Particularly how, despite physical and academic limitations, he managed to 

develop into a recognised entrepreneur, adventurer and philanthropist.  In addition, when reflecting on the 

economic and social situation in South Africa, the researcher thought Branson’s development could be 

useful as a guide to assisting the impoverished to have hope, and to gaining some practical tools in order 

to change the status quo in their own lives.    

In analysing what makes an individual extraordinary, the researcher was provided a scientific 

approach to exploring why and how particular children develop into competent or creative adults (Howe, 

1997; Simonton, 1994).  The researcher evaluated different theoretical perspectives to ascertain which 

would best facilitate the construction of a living narrative of Branson.  Simultaneously, the researcher was 

drawn to the creative conceptualisation and intentionality of Branson’s lifestyle.  In evaluating her life, the 

researcher recognised a belief that we are agents in our lives.  That, within social and moral prescriptions 

and a search for meaning – we enhance a perceived quality of life, while taking responsibility for our own 

thoughts, choices, feelings and actions in the interaction with our unique perceptions of reality.   

   Branson is often evaluated as a genius and a maverick.  This dichotomous attitude in society 

propelled the researcher to want to gain an understanding of the motivation of the whole person – rather 

than to merely assign any static, singular label, or examine a single element of his behaviour.  All these 

factors resulted in an ignition of interest in Branson, and the use of Maslow and Adler’s theories which 
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guided the researcher to propose this topic as an academic dissertation. 

1.7   Brief Introduction to Richard Branson 

   The literature review revealed Branson to be exceptional, rendering a generally sound starting point 

to explore and gain a deeper understanding of the man born on July 18, 1950, and named Richard Charles 

Nicholas.  Branson is mostly recognised for his entrepreneurial acumen; currently ranking 258th on the 

Forbes list of the world’s richest billionaires (Forbes, 2016).  Branson founded, and is synonymous with the 

Virgin Group of Companies, comprising approximately 400 companies. Virgin extends to more than 30 

countries, including South Africa.  In this country, Branson set up an Entrepreneurial Centre in 2008 which 

has, to date, trained over 4000 budding entrepreneurs.  This endeavour has affected not only the recipients 

but extends to the families of trainees.  Branson was knighted in England in 1999 for his contribution to 

entrepreneurship (Branson, 1998).  In the sporting arena, he has pushed the limits of achievement and 

human endeavour.  He has contributed philanthropically, details of which will emerge during this study.   On 

the environmental front, global warming, the removal of greenhouse gases and the production of bio-fuels 

and renewable energy are areas of his involvement. 

1.8   Overview of the Study 

   This study consists of 10 chapters, the first being an Introduction and Problem Statement as 

presented here.  Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 are literature review chapters. Chapter 2 provides a theoretical 

overview of Psychobiography as Qualitative Case Study Research.  Chapter 3 provides a discussion of 

Maslow’s (1943, 1970a) Theory of Optimal Development.  Chapter 4 provides a discussion of Adler’s (1927, 

1956) Theory of Individual Personality Development.  Chapter 5 discusses Preliminary Methodological 

Considerations in Psychobiography, whilst Chapter 6 focuses on Research Design and Methodology.  

Chapter 7 presents the Research Findings on Maslow’s Optimal Development.  Chapter 8 provides the 

Research Findings on Adler’s Individual Psychology.  Chapter 9 Integrates the Theories Findings and 

provides a discussion, and the final chapter, Chapter 10, concludes the study by discussing the Limitations 

and Conclusions of the study, and providing Recommendations for Future Research in the field of 

Psychobiography. 
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CHAPTER 2   

PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY AS QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY RESEARCH 

2.1   Chapter preview 

   This chapter seeks to enrich the reader’s understanding of psychobiography pertaining to case 

study research. The first part describes the qualitative research paradigm in which psychobiography is 

couched, and then sets out its links with related concepts.  The criticisms against psychobiography and 

guidelines for writing a good biography are then discussed with the hope of providing a thorough backdrop 

to the study. 

2.2   Qualitative Research 

2.2.1   Definitions and Descriptions of Qualitative Research  

   Whilst historically quantitative research has taken centre stage in psychology, there has been a 

rapid growth in the use of qualitative methods since the mid-1990s (Barbour, 2001; Ponterotto, 2005; 

Williams & Morrow, 2009).  This is due in part to increased dissatisfaction with the quantitative or scientific 

approach, and criticisms surrounding attempts to capture human nature mathematically.  Qualitative 

research is viewed as particularly useful in social psychology, as it can shed light on the motivations and 

values of individuals. Tavallaei and Abu Talib (2010) stated it is difficult to provide a final, specific and 

universal definition of qualitative research.     

   However, broadly, qualitative research is “any kind of research producing findings not arrived at by 

means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 17).  The 

nature of qualitative research lends itself to the kind of research that produces findings arrived at from real-

world settings where the “phenomenon or phenomena of interest unfold naturally” (Patton, 2001, p. 39). 

Researchers prefer to seek illumination, understanding, and extrapolation to similar situations (Hoepfl, 

1997), and the researcher is fully engaged in the phenomena within its context (Babbie & Mouton, 2001).   

Rather than focus on generalisation and homogeneity, attention is paid to anomalies; exceptional cases in 

the data in order to gain a more complete understanding of phenomena (Crabtree & Miller, 1999; Willig, 

2001).  The underlying assumption is that there are multiple realities (Willig, 2001); that the world is a 

subjective function of personal interactions and perceptions (Babbie & Mouton, 2001; Parker, 1999; Willig, 

2001).  This implies that the world needs to be interpreted, rather than measured, and that values and 

beliefs underlie individuals’ perceptions in their interactions in the world (Babbie & Mouton, 2001; Edwards, 

1990; Stake, 1995). 

   Qualitative research involves the collection of a variety of empirical case study material, personal 

experience, introspection, life story interviews, observational, historical, interactional, and visual tests that 

describe routine and problematic moments and meaning in individuals’ lives.  As the main instrument in the 

study, the inquirer begins by asking broad, general questions, collects the data, and analyses the 

information for description and themes.  The researcher then interprets the meaning of the information 
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drawing on personal reflections and past research.  Emphasis is placed on words to interpret data and 

assign significance.  Words, when ordered into meaningful stories (Stake, 1995), are better suited to 

capture and communicate the complexities and subtleties of human experience (Tutty, Rothery & Grinnell, 

1996). The structure of the final report is therefore malleable, displaying one researcher’s biases and 

thoughts, with the researcher’s values forming an integral part of the study, which inform and affect the 

research in a subjective way (Struwig & Stead, 2004; Willig, 2001).  Patton (2001) supports the notion of 

the researcher’s immersion by asserting the real world is subject to change and a qualitative researcher 

should be present during the changes to record an event after and before the change occurs.   

   In the qualitative method there is a lack of explicit control or manipulation of variables as it: (a) aims 

to gain an idiographic understanding of the case within its peculiarity (Hart, 1998; Willig, 2001); (b) uses a 

variety of qualitative tools and techniques for data collection and analysis (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005a; 

Willig, 2001); (c) draws attention to contextual data through a holistic perspective on the dimensions of the 

case, and (d); contributes to knowledge by relating findings to generalizable theory (Yin, 2009).   

2.2.2   Case Study Research as Qualitative Research 

   By implication, the case method describes a specific case, intensely investigating a singular unit – 

be it a person, a group or an organisation – bound within a time and context (Runyan, 1982b; Stake, 1995; 

Willig, 2001; Yin, 1994). Case studies arise from the desire to understand and investigate complex social 

phenomena to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real life events (Yin, 2009).  The element 

of time allows a focus on change and development (Willig, 2001), and the world viewed as an integrated 

system that does not allow the study of its parts in isolation (Stake, 2005; Willig, 2001). 

   The psychological case study thus involves the documentation of specific events or emotional 

episodes within a certain period, using evidence which allows the researcher to reconstruct and interpret it 

(Louw & Edwards, 1993).  This method forms a crucial component of research, providing the backbone for 

developing new approaches to therapy (Louw & Edwards, 1994) and contributing to knowledge by 

generalising findings to a theory (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005b). 

As one of the oldest research methods, the case study is undertaken in response to a problem in 

understanding, or one that requires practical action (Yin, 2009). It is often hard to interpret the evidence 

from case studies.  For example, Freud claimed that the various case studies he reported served to show 

the validity of his theoretical ideas.  However, such evidence is suspect, because there was a real chance 

of contamination in the data Freud obtained from his patients.  What any patient said to Freud may have 

been influenced by previous conversations, and Freud may have used his theoretical views to interpret 

what the patient said in distorted ways.  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) noted that, despite the criticisms, Freud’s 

psychoanalytic case studies are clear examples of the relationship between case studies and theory 

development.  Further, detailed case studies have been carried out successfully in personality research 

and in studies of cognitive functioning in brain-damaged patients.  Case research is versatile, as it can be 
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used to describe phenomena, build theory and test existing theoretical concepts and relationships (Cavaye, 

1996; Fouché, 1999; McLeod, 1994; Willig, 2001; Yin, 1994).  Probably the greatest value of a case study 

is that it can suggest testable hypotheses, rather than definitive evidence.  Qualitative researchers tend to 

use a case-oriented approach to capture the essence of a situation or the inner life of an individual (Willig, 

2001).  The aim is ultimately to describe the whole story of a single person’s life history over time, which is 

extremely useful (Runyan, 1983; Yin, 2006).  Sokolovsky (1996, p.10) stated that “the knowledge about 

atypical, different people and lives deepens our understanding of human nature, makes our predictions and 

generalisations more careful, our practice more accurate”.  Therefore, the aim of case study research may 

include: (a) expanding scientific analysis by introducing a negative or deviant case, (b) employing extreme 

cases to investigate what is beyond the boundaries of the norm or what is expected, (c) adopting a holistic 

perspective which serves to supplement the reductionism of analytical research, and (d) providing minorities 

with a voice, and describing cases of special importance, e.g. anticipating future social change (Sjoberg, 

Williams, Vaughn & Sjoberg, 1991). 

Willig (2001) stated that when case studies are used to generate new theory, they facilitate 

conceptual refinement of emerging theoretical formulations or can lead to the discovery of new insights and 

interpretations of social and psychological processes.  This may give rise to theoretical foundations and 

hypotheses.  Over the past few decades, the value of case-study research has begun to be recognised, 

since knowledge that was previously unobtainable through traditional research designs, has become 

accessible to researchers and practitioners of psychological treatment interventions (Edwards, 1998).     

   The case research process is one of inductive discovery wherein the researcher conceptualises 

and richly describes phenomena (Edwards, 1990; Neuman, 2003; Willig, 2001).  Conceptualisation is 

achieved by generating hypotheses and developing explanations for observed relationships (Fouché & Van 

Niekerk, 2005a).  These statements about relationships provide the basis to build theory (Bromley, 1986; 

Cavaye, 1996).  Glaser and Strauss (1967) described grounded theory as a formalised approach to 

inductive case research.  Grounded theory suggests that theory emerges as the researcher collects data 

regarding a phenomenon and tries to explain, interpret or render meaning from the data (Neuman, 2003).  

To facilitate the process of theory emergence, the researcher enters the field without a priori hypotheses.  

As data is collected, it is coded and categorised to facilitate abstraction and theory construction (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  Psychobiography has been described in terms such as life history, narratology, personology 

or psychological biography (Cara, 2007).  In the following section, concepts related to psychobiography are 

articulated. 

2.3   Psychobiography and Related Concepts  

2.3.1   Life History Research 

   Life histories are a collection of autobiographies from a sample of individuals sharing ethnic lineage, 

social problems, occupations, or choice of lifestyle (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2005b), and Life history research 
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examines relationships across many lives (McAdams, 2006) in a particular group, in search of similarities 

and patterns (Bareira, 2001).  Roberts (2002) describes a life history as a fairly complete narrative of the 

individual’s life, highlighting the most important aspects.  Rosenwald (1988) postulated that life history 

research is based on both subjective (i.e. life story evidence) and objective data.  According to Goodson 

and Sikes (2001), the depiction of lived experience into a life story is one interpretive layer, but the move 

to a life history adds a further layer through investigation.  Life histories may be oral or written accounts by 

a person of events, circumstances, and relationships (Atkinson, 1998; Bromley, 1986; Cole & Knowles, 

2001).  Thus, they are limited to the material provided by the narrator (Bujold, 1990).  Runyan (1982a) 

differentiated between life history research as a method and as a subject matter.  As a method, he proposed 

the respondent recounts their life story, but as subject matter, the sequence of events experienced from 

birth to death, is examined.  Life histories as a subject matter deal more specifically with problems in 

analysing and interpreting the course of experience in individual lives (Runyan, 1982a).  The latter is closely 

linked with psychobiography, whereby an individual case study is used to provide a detailed account of one 

life within a specific context (Babbie & Mouton, 2001).  The life histories of enigmatic or great individuals 

provide rich narratives and portraits of individual life stories, including turning points and core themes 

(Crabtree & Miller, 1999).  In terms of research design, life history implies: (a) a concern for the subjectivity 

of the individual’s experience; (b) a focus on process and change by recognising the ambiguous and chaotic 

nature of reality; (c) a holistic perspective of the biographical experience with regard to socio-cultural and 

historical life; and (d) the use of the method as a historical tool to draw upon personal documents directed 

at understanding the human element (Babbie & Mouton, 2001; Roberts, 2002; Simonton, 2003).  Tierney 

(2000, p.546) described the goal of life history research as the “investigation of the mediating aspects of 

culture, the interrogation of its grammar and the de-centering of its norms” to build knowledge in the social 

sciences. 

   The strength of this method is that it weaves together the changing biography and the social history 

of the subject.  Babbie & Mouton (2001) noted that there is agreement that this approach can be used to 

generate new, and test existing, theory, and is particularly useful to provide insights into the personal and 

therefore subjective dimensions of human experience.  This style of research advocates engaging 

individuals, accurately describing the way they express their understanding of the world, and analysing 

such expressions.  Life history research and its derivative, psychobiography, may thus be seen to embody 

“the true spirit of a qualitative approach to the study of human behaviour” (Babbie & Mouton, 2001, p. 286). 

2.3.2    Psychohistory  

   Another term related to psychobiography is psychohistory, defined as the explicit application of 

formal psychological theory to interpret historical events, (Reber, 1985; Runyan, 2003; Schultz, 2005a) and 

as an historical exercise in psychology (Berg, 1995; Loewenberg, 1983; Runyan, 2003) emphasising the 

history of psychological phenomena and thought about psychological development and important formative 

and cumulative influences of the life course (Runyan, 1988b, 2003). 
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   The aim is to uncover historical events with the aid of psychological theory to interpret the social, 

cultural and political behaviour of groups and nations (Runyan, 1988b), and illuminate a question of current 

interest through the intensive study of material that already exists (Anderson, 1990; Simonton, 2003).  

Resources include historical documents, newspaper editorials, photographs and films (Berg, 1995). 

Runyan (1982a, 1988b) stated psychoanalytic theory is usually used.  The interpretation of a 

political, social or cultural event has highlighted considerable confusion about the scope and definition of 

psychohistory, due to underlying tensions between the disciplines of history and psychology.  Runyan 

(1988b) suggested the relationship is not characterised merely by co-operation and recognition of mutual 

interest, but also by suspicion, misunderstanding and occasional hostility.  Tension emerges as history is 

concerned with the study of past human action and experience, and psychology is the scientific study of 

human behaviour and experience (Louw & Edwards, 1994; Runyan, 1988b; Simonton, 1994).  Runyan 

(1982) explained psychohistory as the application of psychology to history, just as psychobiography applies 

psychology to biography.   

2.3.3   Life Stories 

   A life story is the biographical account of a person’s life – either oral or written – as told by the 

individual (Bujold, 1990; McAdams, 1996; Runyan, 1982a), and generally refers to the collection, 

interpretation and report writing of the person’s life in the context of the story told (Roberts, 2002).  The 

essential feature is its subjectivity (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005b) as it is an account of events, 

circumstances and relationships in the person’s life according to the narrator (Bromley, 1986). Life stories 

are thus limited to the material provided by the narrator (Bujold, 1990), as an individual’s “narrative 

understanding of the self” (Hooker & McAdams, 2003, p. 297).  Ochberg (1988, p.174) stated that life stories 

are a “central feature of who people know their self to be”.  This subjective chronicle of important past 

events facilitates the construction of an imagined future (Schultz, 2005b) by providing a semblance of 

meaning and direction.  These constructions are internalised and evolving as individuals selectively 

reconstruct the past and anticipate the future to provide their lives with meaning, unity and purpose 

(McAdams, 2001).  As such, life stories are able to distinguish one person from another. 

   The essential feature is the subjectivity of the author’s personal thoughts, feelings and motives 

(Fouché, 1999).  This storied narrative preserves the complexity of human action within its interrelationship 

of temporal sequence, human motivation, chance occurrences and a specific socio-cultural context 

(Polkinghorne, 1995).  The story serves as a natural package to organise different kinds of information and 

therefore emphasises meaning rather than fact (Bromley, 1997; Coles, 1989; Howard, 1991). 

The researcher has included Life Stories as a way of analyzing the data according to McAdams (1996) 

Model.  The matrix is appended (Appendix I, p. 248). 

2.3.4   Psychobiography and Biography 
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   Runyan (1988a, p.296) described psychobiography as an “amphibious creature”, since it exists in 

the world of both biography and psychology (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2010; Runyan, 1988a).  Though 

boundaries between them are often unclear, a link or alliance exists between them (Edwards, 1998; Elms, 

1994; Fouché et al., 2007).   

Biographical research refers to the account of a person’s life written by someone other than the 

subject under study (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005a), emphasising the unique experiences and views of the 

person researched (Roberts, 2002).  The biographer, having chosen a unique subject, engages with the 

collected data and takes cognisance of the multi-dimensional facets that impact the life of the subject 

(Roberts, 2002).  The process leads to familiarity with the essence of the individual, and includes the 

collection and interpretation of a range of empirical biographical data such as letters, official and personal 

documents (Allport, 1942; Plummer, 1983; Simonton, 2003; Yin, 1994) as well as oral, visual and 

multimedia sources (Roberts, 2002).  With little psychological training, biographers write from a literary 

perspective (Cole & Knowles (2001).  A biography may or may not involve the co-operation of the subject 

or be scientifically comprehensive and accurate (Fouché, 1999).  Biographical research may be presented 

in various forms, such as life history, life story, memoir, autobiography and case study (Denzin, 1989, Mills, 

1970).  Howe, (1997) asserts that biography makes use of the arts, history, and literature to trace the course 

of an individual’s life.  Biographical research thus seeks to understand the changing experiences and 

outlook of individuals and provides interpretations of the accounts they give of their past, present and future 

(Roberts, 2002).  The biographical methodology is thus considered subjective and lacking in structure for 

clear and rigorous scientific study (Anderson, 1981a, 1981b; Runyan, 1982a).  Insight and creativity are 

crucial in the construction and writing of lives (Hart, 1998; Richardson & St Pierre, 2005; Roberts, 2002).  

L.M. Smith (1998), warned that biography contains ambiguity, complexity, uncertainty, value conflict and 

uniqueness, and should be viewed more abstractly than a prescriptive craft or process.     

   Despite criticisms, the biographical tradition has been defended with arguments that: (a) the critics 

of the single-case study hold an overly narrow view of science; (b) good biographical studies are highly 

illuminating; and (c) psychologists who study individual lives neglect their intellectual responsibility if they 

dismiss biographical research (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005a; McAdams, 1994).  The appeal of biographies 

is in employing diverse interpretive methods to account for individual experiences in contemporary cultural 

and structural settings (Roberts, 2002).   

   The essential contribution is indicated by numerous psychologists, interested in individual 

development, who have drawn upon biographical sources in following human development.  Similarly, many 

biographers have engaged in the psychodynamic theorising associated with psychobiography (Howe, 

1997).  However, the apparent complementarity in using these traditions is punctuated by a tenuous 

relationship.  This ‘uneasy alliance’ (Elms, 1994) is indicative of the biographical approach’s traditionally 

ambiguous and controversial status in psychology (Anderson, 1981a, 1981b; Runyan, 1982a).  

Notwithstanding, this type of research does not integrate psychological theory. 
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2.3.5   Autobiography 

  Autobiographical research is the documentation of a life, or component thereof, interpreted by 

another, or written by the individual.  Autobiography tends to be selective, biased and subjective, though 

the author may refer to objective sources of information (Bromley, 1986; Roberts, 2002, Bertraux,, 1981).  

Autobiography shares the properties of a biography, drawing on various sources (Bertraux, 1981; Bromley, 

1986; Roberts, 2002).   

2.3.6   Narrative Research 

   Humans are, by nature, biographical organisms.  As such, they reflect on life events and the social 

contexts in which these occur.  Meaning and purpose is constructed through internalised self-narratives, or 

life stories (McAdams, 1994, 1995, 1996; Polkinghorne, 1988). Psychologists, biographers and linguists 

hold various definitions of the concept ‘narrative’, based on each field’s prevailing theories and research 

orientation (Chase, 2005; Bruner, 1990).  Bromley (1986) conceptualised a narrative as an orderly series 

of events that take the form of a story and emphasises description rather than explanation.  Sarbin (1986) 

raised the possibility that narrative may be considered a root metaphor to understand human behaviour 

and experience, which Schultz (2005) noted, has taken hold.  Significance is given to the personal, temporal 

and contextual quality of relationships honouring the complexity of a life as a unified whole.  Research 

utilising narrative focuses on the individual, whose life may be understood through reconstructing the life 

story (Chase, 2005; Cole & Knowles, 2001; Polkinhorne, 1995).   

   As storytellers, humans differ from other organisms as they can anticipate their individual and 

societal futures and recount their individual pasts (Elms, 1994).  This narrative capacity is expressed in 

various forms of communication, such as legends and myths.  Clandinin & Connelly (1994) argued that 

people live, modify and re-create stories in the process of telling so that learning occurs for them and for 

those who collect, re-tell and write their stories, myths, history and motion pictures (Fouché, 1999; Sarbin, 

1986).  McAdams (1985; 1994; 1996) argued meaning and purpose is constructed by these internalised 

narratives of the self, and influence thinking and actions geared towards the future. McAdams (1988, 2005) 

refers to life narratives as storied autobiographical accounts told in the person’s own words.   

   Barthes (1977) noted that narrative is present in every age, place, and society, implying the need 

to understand lives within their historical context.  The increasing attention paid to narratives has resulted 

in a focus on individual experiences and meaning (Roberts, 2002) as well as identity (Atkinson, 1998; 

McAdams, 1996, 1997; Schultz, 2005).  Josselson (1995) argued the narrative approach brings the 

researcher closer to the investigative process in the interpretation of the raw data of experience.  McAdams 

(1988) concluded that life narrative research and psychobiography thus appear to reflect the important 

emergence of narrative, story, and biography as guiding frames for studying and for understanding 

behaviour.       
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2.3.7   Personality Assessment 

   Personality assessment is the measurement and evaluation of lives in progress (Fouché, 1999).  

The focus is on what the person is like in the present and analyses forces that shape that person, such as 

psychological traits, values, worldview, personal identity or modes of thinking that differentiate individuals 

(Capara & Cervone, 2004; Cohen & Swerdlik, 2005). According to Aiken (1997), this is achieved by 

administering psychological instruments to evaluate behaviour and other personal characteristics. 

2.3.8   Single Case Design 

   Case study should not be confused with another idiographic approach, namely the single case 

design (Runyan, 1983).  In the single case design “…variables are manipulated and causal relations 

investigated within single cases” (Runyan, 1983, p.427).  Conversely, in case study research a single case 

is presented by rich empirical descriptions of an individual’s life based on information gathered from a 

variety of sources (Edwards, 1998; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin 2006, 2009).  Psychobiography as a 

form of studying lives, and the vehicle employed in this study, is now explored. 

2.4   Psychobiographical Research 

2.4.1   Definitions and Descriptions of Psychobiographical   Research 

   A psychobiography can be described as a way of doing psychology, not merely a way of doing a 

biography (Elms, 1994), combining “the science of psychology and the art of biography” (Howe, 1997, p. 

237).  According to Schultz (2005), psychobiography is the name given to life histories using psychological 

theory to shed light on the interior lives of biographical subjects, and the connection between the life and 

the work.   Carlson (1988) referred to psychobiography as longitudinal life history research into personality 

development of exemplary and finished lives.  Powerful insights regarding how we reshape our past, 

present and future and social relations are thus provided (Uys, 2007).  Roberts (2002) affirmed responses 

to socio-cultural and economic status can thus be analysed. 

   Bromley (1986) described a psychobiography as a biographical study wherein psychological 

concepts, methods and findings play a major role.  As a means to collect, analyse and discern life stories, 

this form of research allows the in-depth study of the whole person in time and context through the narrative 

of individual experience (Runyan, 1988).  In studying individual lives, psychologists must listen to their 

subjects’ stories with the aim of capturing the central, underlying story that animates a particular person’s 

life (Fouché, 1999).  McLeod (1994) described psychobiography within the context of a qualitative narrative 

case study, concerned with clarifying and understanding the stories people tell about their life experiences.  

As an engaging discipline seeking to understand the changing experiences and outlooks of individuals, the 

importance of subjective accounts individuals give of their past, present and future, is emphasised (Roberts, 

2002).  
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   Howe (1997) argued that psychobiography relies on the extensive use of biographical data to 

examine the growth of original thinking, creativity and productivity in unusual individuals. The materials 

deemed relevant are personal documents that create a biographical sketch of an exceptional individual 

within a psychological, social and historical context (McLeod, 1994; Plummer, 1983; Runyan, 1982a, 

1988b).  These resources include interviews, diaries or journals, letters and biographical material (Runyan, 

1982b; Willig, 2001).  As illustrated, the field of psychobiography encompasses many aspects of human 

life.  It follows that a range of descriptions of psychobiography exist, although there are common 

fundamentals. 

Firstly, psychobiography is viewed as the systematic application of psychological theory to 

transform a life into a sound and illuminating story (McAdams, 1988).  Secondly, it is a way of doing 

psychological research in which biographical data is used to examine the growth of unique thought, 

originality and productivity in extraordinary individuals (Howe, 1997).  Thirdly, psychobiography is the 

application of psychological concepts typically developed in the 20th century, to subjects who lived in earlier 

eras or decades (Anderson, 1981a).  Finally, psychobiography is the study of an entire life, from birth to 

death, or a current life, with the aim of discerning, discovering, or formulating the central story of that life.  

The story is structured according to psychological theory (McAdams, 1994). 

 2.4.2   Value and Contribution of Psychobiography 

   The significant value of the case study method in psychobiography has been advocated by many 

researchers (Alexander, 1988; Carlson, 1988; Fouché, 1999; McAdams, 1994; Runyan, 1982a). Despite 

criticism, psychobiographers maintain this form of research holds certain advantages for the field of 

psychology (Elms, 1988; Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005b).  

2.4.2.1   Investigating the Uniqueness of the Individual Case within the whole 

   Psychobiographies highlight uniqueness which is important when it is the uniqueness of the 

individual being studied that initially inspired interest.     

Psychobiographies therefore provide inspiration in that they “provide a framework for reassessing 

our own experience, own fortunes, own possibilities of existence” (Runyan, 1984 p.3).  Valuable, too, is the 

fact that psychobiographies creatively and artistically uncover an individual’s life story in the quest for details 

that shed light on the uniqueness of that individual and in providing psychological descriptions of behaviour, 

achievements and failures (Elms, 1988).  In his quest to understand how children turn out to be unique 

adults, Howe (1997) maintained that by applying psychological research to the lives of exceptional 

individuals, a window would be opened into their lives.  This allows researchers and readers of 

psychobiographies to ascertain circumstances that enabled them to gain knowledge, skills and habits that 

made them capable of their achievements (in leadership, creativity, and productivity).   
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In psychology, a distinction is drawn between what is common in all individuals, and what is 

idiosyncratic to a particular individual.  Gordon Allport (1942) introduced this nomothetic versus idiographic 

distinction into personality psychology as a way to champion an increase toward the study of the 

uniqueness of an individual.  Whereas the nomothetic approach identified characteristics common to all 

individuals, the idiographic approach emphasises individuality, the organisation of processes within the 

person and the identifiable patterns about single lives that transform a case into an intelligible narrative 

(Runyan, 1982b). The idiographic approach emphasises the individual (Runyan, 1982b), where the 

nomothetic generalisations of positivists were neither desirable, nor possible (Elms, 1994; Gerdes, 1989).  

This view is consonant with Levy’s (1970) assertion that the concept of personality owes its existence to 

man’s psychological tendency to seek meaning in (his own) experience. 

   The idiographic approach has been criticised for its dichotomous classification of the particular and 

general, without providing a satisfactory explanation for the individuality of the whole person (Elms, 1994; 

Hermans, 1988; Rosenwald, 1988; Wallace, `1989).  This criticism is illustrated by Kluckhohn and Murray’s 

(1953, p. 53) classic dictum “Every man is in certain respects (a) like all other men, (b) like some other men, 

(c) like no other man”.   Most research in psychology is concentrated on the first two instances which are 

nomothetic, but psychobiography embraces the view that every man is unique.  In response to criticism, 

Allport replaced the term idiographic with morphogenic, which refers to studying individualised patterning 

processes of the whole personality and emphasises the individuality of the whole person – rather than the 

individuality found in single elements (Elms, 1994; Runyan, 1982b, 1983).  Psychobiographical research 

has, therefore, a morphogenic nature allowing the researcher to investigate and provide a unique and 

holistic description of the individual (Carlson, 1999; Elms, 1994; Runyan, 1982b).  

2.4.2.2   Investigating the Socio-Historical Context 

   A second value of life history research in uncovering the larger contextual and sub-contextual 

influences on human development has been researched and emphasised by various scholars of social 

science (Fouché, 1999; Mouton, 1988; Runyan, 1982a, 1988b). The telling of a life story creates that life 

consistent with cultural, social and historical contexts (McAdams, 1994a; Polkinghorne, 1988).  To provide 

a unique and holistic description of the individual, it is essential to consider the larger contextualised 

background within which the individual exists or existed.  Psychobiography provides an appropriate 

framework to explore the subject’s socio-historical background, cultural experience, socialisation process, 

and family history (Runyan, 1984).   

   The use of life history materials through the detailed consideration of the individual subject 

uncovers the richness of the entire socio-historical context in which the individual lives or lived (Carlson, 

1988; Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005a).  In addition, Goodson and Sikes (2001) affirmed that there is an 

essential interactive relationship between individuals, their perceptions and experiences as well as 

historical and social contexts with their associated events.  Resources consulted thus play an invaluable 

role in achieving an understanding of the individual-in-context (Carlson, 1988). 

2.4.2.3   Tracking Process and Patterns over Time 
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   Psychobiographical research is conducted to trace patterns of development and behaviour that can 

be fully described across an individual’s lifespan (Carlson, 1988; Gronn, 1993).  Value emanates from fuller 

descriptions and understanding of behavioural processes and developmental patterns (Mouton, 1988; 

Runyan, 1982a).   This longitudinal orientation provides an integrated and more comprehensive picture of 

personality and development over time (Alexander, 1990).  The outcome of tracing these patterns and 

processes is that it becomes possible to form a more comprehensive understanding of personality in action, 

enabling the researcher to document different dimensions and processes at any point in time and in any 

specific situation (Fiske, 1988). 

2.4.2.4   Uncovering Subjective Reality 

   Objective reality is less important than how reality is interpreted and the meanings attached to 

experience (Corey, 2005).  Mouton (1988), and (Babbie & Mouton (2001) indicated that life history research 

provides the researcher with an illuminating description and understanding of the inner experiences, 

thoughts and feelings of the subject.  Watson (1976) suggested a life story be understood as a subjective 

document to elucidate subjective reality. The researcher enters the subject’s lifeworld (Crabtree & Miller, 

1999; Josselson, 1995; Willig, 2001) in an attempt to understand the individual’s life story and personal 

myths that construct it (Adler, 1929; McAdams, 1996).  This insight forms the basis upon which to construct 

an emotionally compelling narration of the individual’s life story.  Goodson and Sikes (2001) argued that if 

conducted successfully, the life history forces a confrontation with other people’s subjective perceptions of 

the subject. 

   Watson (1976) emphasised the significance of understanding a subject’s life story as a subjective 

document.  This requires a hermeneutical and phenomenological perspective for understanding subjective 

reality (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005b).  It is the appreciation and understanding of this subjective reality 

that facilitates empathy and sympathy to provide a clear picture of the individual’s life story (Runyan, 1988).    

According to Yin (2006), a good case report should be so compelling, vivid and interesting that the reader 

is guaranteed to continue reading until the end.  This is achievable as life history research offers the 

researcher an enlightening description and understanding of the thoughts, feelings and inner experiences 

of the subject (Mouton, 1988).  Watson (1976) claimed that it is significant to understand a subject’s life 

history as a subjective document from the subject’s point of view.   

2.4.2.5   Testing and Developing Theory 

   Another value that psychobiographical research brings to the field of psychology is its contribution 

to the development of theory.  According to Carlson (1988), life stories provide the ideal laboratory for 

developing and testing theories.  Carlson expands, asserting the best longitudinal studies would not be as 

effective as psychobiographies in tracing personality development through the years.  Since 

psychobiographies seek to better understand individuals, they are essential for progress in personality 

psychology (Runyan, 1988a).  According to Fouché and Van Niekerk (2010), the theory employed to 

illuminate a life can play a significant role in analytical generalisation coined by Yin (2009).  Yin (2009, p. 
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38) used the term to describe the way “a previously developed theory is used as a template” against which 

results of the particular case study can be compared.    

   Life stories generated provide an ideal setting for validating and developing various personality 

theories.  The story serves as a template against which the researcher can compare and analyse the 

collected data (Uys, 2007).  This assists the conceptualisation and operationalisation of case data within 

the framework of theoretical constructs, allowing for generalising from the case study to the theory (Yin, 

2009).  Furthermore, Roberts, (2002) suggests that new conceptual insights can be gained or existing 

theories illustrated during collection, interpretation and the presentation of the research. 

   During data collection, the theory guides the researcher with the identification of the objectives and 

data of the case.  The theory also serves as the basis on which the researcher can compare and analyse 

the collected data.  This assists in conceptualising the case within the chosen theoretical domains or 

constructs (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005b).  In addition, theory plays a role in generalising from a case 

study to a specific theory (analytic generalisation), allowing for a previously developed theory to act as a 

basis against which to compare the results of the study.  Theory thus plays a crucial role in case research 

as it guides: (a) the identification of objectives and design in data collection, (b) the conceptualisation and 

(c) the operationalisation of case data within the framework of theoretical constructs (Edwards, 1990).   

   Insights from psychobiographical case study research can thus be used to highlight conceptual 

complexities in the understanding of individual lives that prompt research and theory refinement (Schultz, 

2005b).  Psychobiography, as a means of life history research, has further proved to be valuable in the 

informal testing and development of theory in gerontology and aging, career development and the 

emergence of genetic predispositions in the health development of leaders (Fouché, 1999; Fouché & Van 

Niekerk, 2005a; McAdams, 1994b). 

2.4.2.6   Testing Research Hypotheses 

   Quantitative research generates a plethora of findings.  Elms (2007) suggested that a useful 

exercise may be to test some of these hypotheses by employing them in psychobiographical research, in 

an attempt to make sense of a whole, adult, fully functioning life.  This research may be beneficial in a way 

that: (a) the nomothetic hypotheses may explain aspects in the life course of the individual being studied, 

and (b) in the event that the hypotheses fail to explain any aspects of a life effectively, it may prove that the 

particular course of nomothetic research should be abandoned and a different course of inquiry be 

implemented (Elms, 1988).  Elms further suggested that if a large database of cases exists in future, it may 

be employed in cross-case comparisons for both nomothetic and idiographic research.  Additionally, Elms 

(2007) argued it may be possible to develop methods of quantitative analysis appropriate for the study of 

individual cases.  In this way, the schism between the nomothetic and idiographic approaches can be 

narrowed, with great strides possible in terms of development in psychology in general.   

2.4.2.7   Adding to the Available Body of Psychobiographical Studies 
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   Elms (2007) suggested that psychobiographies that compare similar cases may add value to 

psychobiographical research: 

If we study enough individuals in enough detail, we will emerge with a greatly strengthened 
foundation for a nomothetic science of psychology – a psychology that does not ignore what is 
different … but that instead balances the diversity and the commonality of many distinct members 
of our complex species (Elms, 1988, section 2, para.26). 

This assertion is a response to the many concerns about the lack of psychobiographies.  The burgeoning 

field will provide future authors a context for determining the uniqueness or commonness of the personal 

qualities and life of a subject (Elms, 1988).   

2.4.2.8   Training Psychologists 

   Traditionally, the training of psychologists has focused on quantitative research and assessment 

methods (Ko̎váry, 2011, in Burnell, 2013).  Through the encouragement of practical proficiency, the ability 

of psychologists may be improved.  Ko̎váry (2011) stated that in order to be effective psychologists, 

students have to develop a deep knowledge and understanding of psychological functioning.  He believed 

that studying individual lives and life stories through case studies may be a way to achieve this: 

Century-long experience reveals that studying lives can be extremely useful and contribute to the 
development of the recognition of the self and the other, and its practical applications such as 
psychobiography are able to prepare future professionals to better understand the meaning of 
individual lives supported by indispensable self-reflection (Ko̎váry, 2011, p.767). 

Following are the criticisms of psychobiographical research. 

2.5   Criticisms of Psychobiographical Research 

  Despite the appealing claim that people may best be understood within their biographical contexts 

(McAdams, 1994b), and in spite of the advantages of such research, biographical approaches are criticised 

for their design and methodology (Runyan, 1982a).  The critique of the psychobiographical approach and 

suggestions that scholars could follow to minimise these challenges are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Firstly, there are criticisms regarding the idiographic approach, the results of which cannot be 

generalised (Runyan, 1982a; 1983; Yin, 2009).  Responding, Runyan (1983) stated that neither the 

idiographic nor the nomothetic approach should be replaced, suggesting both types of research be 

conducted to explore and investigate what is true for all humans, what is true for certain groups, and what 

is true for particular people.  Further, some theorists opine that there is no such thing as unique traits 

(Runyan, 1983).     

A second criticism is that hypotheses cannot be tested after generation.  Runyan (1983, 1984) 

conceded, asserting that, whilst general or universal laws cannot thus be extrapolated, laws pertaining to 

the individual can be tested through rigorous experimental and statistical methods in the single-case design.   
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Psychobiographical research has also been criticised as it is impossible to study every individual, 

implying as many theories as individuals, would have to be formulated.  Therefore, suggesting exceptional 

figures of particular interest should be targeted.  Runyan (1983) maintained it is possible to be selective in 

the theoretical paradigm employed, as well as in individuals selected. 

2.6   The Task of Writing a Good Psychobiography 

  Schultz (2001, 2005a) summarised the features of a good psychobiography as: (1) logically sound 

and comprehensive, (2) consistent with the full range of evidence, (3) credible and relevant to other 

hypotheses, (4) resistant to attempted falsifications, (5) in accordance with general psychological theory 

regarding psychological/mental aspects of human life, (6) able to make the incoherent coherent, (7) 

explorative beyond merely coincidental connections, and (8) a meaning-making enterprise that is supposed 

to uncover hidden or partially obstructed psychological structures.  If the researcher is mindful of these 

aspects, Schultz (2001, p. 3) proposed the study would be credible and “clear up enigmas and feel like the 

solution to a riddle”.  

2.7   Conclusion 

  This chapter provided a contextual foundation and theoretical overview of psychobiographical 

research, which focuses on the study of enigmatic lives.  The relationship between biography and 

psychology was outlined, and concepts closely related to the psychobiographical approach, briefly 

discussed.  Case study research was described, and the benefits associated with the psychobiographical 

research approach, articulated.  Thereafter, the criticisms of psychobiography were mentioned, as well as 

guidelines for writing a good psychobiography, set out. 
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CHAPTER 3  

MASLOW’S THEORY OF OPTIMAL PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT  

3.1 Chapter Preview  

   This chapter forms one of the theoretical underpinnings of the study.  The aim is to facilitate an 

understanding of the complex nature of personality and guide the conceptualisation of Branson’s 

development.  Prior to presenting the key tenets, qualities, criticisms and empirical tests of Maslow’s theory, 

the concept of healthy personality is unpacked.    

3.2 The Healthy Personality 

   Mental illness has historically been the focus of study in psychology.  However, a growing number 

of researchers have acknowledged the capacity for positive growth in personality.  These humanistic 

psychologists have taken a fresh look at human nature and observed a different type of person from that 

described by behaviourism and psychoanalysis, the traditional schools of psychology.  Humanistic 

psychologists believe we can strive to become all we are capable of becoming.  The concept of healthy 

personality is, however, elusive.  Jahoda (1958), observed that the ‘positive mental health’ of a person 

includes one or more of the following: (1) degree of personal integration, (2) degree of autonomy achieved, 

(3) adequacy of the perception of reality, (4) degree of environmental mastery, (5) attitudes shown by a 

person toward his or her self, and (6) style and degree of a person’s self-actualisation.  Schultz (1977) 

assessed components of healthy personality, being (a) the capability to consciously and rationally direct 

one’s behaviour, (b) being in charge of one’s own destiny, (c) knowing who and what one is and accepting 

strengths and weaknesses, (d) being firmly anchored in the present, and (e) the pursuit of challenge through 

new goals and experiences.  No theory is adequate, but Jourard’s (1963, p.18) model is useful: 

Healthy personality is manifested by individuals who have been able to gratify their basic needs 
through acceptable behaviour such that their own personality is no longer a problem to their self.  
They can take their self-more or less for granted and devote energies and thoughts to socially 
meaningful interests and problems beyond security, or lovability, or status. 

3.3   Development of Maslow’s Theory 

   Maslow is traditionally associated with Humanist psychology, but his theory rests upon the findings 

of several key thinkers.  Grounded in the functionalist traditions of James & Dewey (1936), Maslow (1943a, 

1970a) listed Goldstein (1939), Freud (1920, 1923), Fromm (1941), and Horney (1937, 1939) as influential.  

Maslow’s theory has been widely used in the clinical field, from the theory’s development in the early 1940s 

until it was widely adopted in the business sector in the 1960s (Steers and Porter, 1987).   

3.3.1   Humanism 

   Humanistic psychology is recognised as the Third Force, a movement following Psychoanalysis 

(2nd) and Behaviourism (1st) (Goble, 2004).  The approach has its epistemological grounding in 

Phenomenology.  Today, Humanistic psychology is “a cultural movement, a social network, a series of 
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experiences, a set of techniques, a value system, an organisation and a theory.  Ideally, each of these 

interacts with, and enriches the others” (Maslow, in Greening, 1984, p.3).  Maslow’s theory of human 

motivation is most commonly contrasted with Freudian (Psychoanalytic) and Behaviouristic models.  Yet 

for Maslow, his development of the hierarchy of needs was a logical extension of his earlier work with the 

Behaviourist, Freudian, and Adlerian models, thinking himself a Freudian and Behaviourist, not the father 

of the revolution against them.  He saw himself as a creative synthesiser, not a dissenter, regarding his 

work as an extension of modern trends in psychology.  His theory was revolutionary, not due to claims of 

objectivity, but to the discovery of methods within the highly subjective interchange of a relationship that 

will reveal personal knowledge of another human (Buhler and Allen, 1972; Polanyi, 1958 in Maslow (1970b), 

p. 248).  Maslow (1970b, p.249) expressed the following themes as distinctive of contemporary Humanistic 

psychology: (i) Dissatisfaction with pathology-centred theories, (ii) Recognition of the potential to grow, be 

self-determining and to take responsibility for choices, (iii) A belief that people do not live by bread alone, 

but also by higher needs such as learning, work, love and creativity, (iv) A valuing of feelings, desires, and 

emotions instead of objectivity or explaining away these responses, and (v)  Belief that humans are capable 

of knowing right and wrong and behaving in accordance with a higher good;and belief in ultimate values, 

such as truth, happiness, love and beauty.    

   Humanistic psychology embraces existentialism and holism, emphasising subjective experience, 

freedom of choice and responsibility, and totality in its view of human nature (Meyer et al., 2003).  Although 

encompassing a variety of views, proponents of this approach share several fundamental conceptions of 

human nature (Meyer & Moore, 2003).  These reveal the following characteristics: a) an emphasis on 

psychological health, (b) a focus on the individual as an integrated whole, (c) a focus on conscious 

processes and subjective experience, (d) a belief in self-determination and a tendency toward self-

actualisation, and (e) respect for an individual’s essentially human characteristics.  The key tenets and 

concepts of Maslow’s (1970a) theory follow. 

3.4   Key Tenets and Concepts of Maslow’s Theory 

   Maslow criticised traditional methods of theory building based on studies of the deviant or 

dysfunctional.  Prior to Maslow’s ground-breaking work in the area of motivation, social scientists generally 

focused on distinct elements of humanity, such as biology, achievement or power to explain and predict 

human behaviour and motivations (Huit, 2001).  People were dissected and studied piecemeal.  Maslow 

stated that the most important component of his theory is that it supplements “Freudian pessimism” and 

“neo-behaviourist relativism” with a positive and empirically grounded theory of behaviour, motivation, and 

development (Maslow in Hoffman, 1988, p. 191).  Approaches had ignored the highest achievements of 

humankind by focusing on problems and illnesses, studying “mainly crippled people and desperate rats” 

(Maslow in Hoffman, 1988, p. 191). Maslow’s theoretical offering was pragmatic and hopeful; he believed 

that realistic optimism about human capacity to develop is necessary to address social problems and 

improve the human condition.  Maslow (1970a) based his studies on those whose development led them 
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to be described as exceptional or outstanding.  His goal was to acknowledge how much potential we have 

for full human development, and believed that examining the healthiest personalities would inform us of the 

depth of our capacities.  His work began by observing Gestalt psychologist, Max Wertheimer, and 

anthropologist, Ruth Benedict.  He noted unique characteristics, and looked to generalise the findings 

among acquaintances, friends, living and deceased personalities, and college students.  Ultimately, he 

selected 49 people who appeared to be models of psychological health.  Maslow did not release the names 

of the living subjects, but the historical figures included Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Baruch 

Spinoza, Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, J.W. Van Goethe Pablo Casals, John Keats, Adlai Stevenson, 

Robert Browning, and Martin Buber.  Interviews, free association, and projective techniques were used to 

assess the living subjects and biographical and autobiographical material for the deceased.  He concluded 

that we are born with instinctoid needs – universal needs which motivate us to grow, develop, and reach 

our individual potential (Maslow, 1970a).   Maslow concluded that less than1% achieve optimality, and with 

awareness, he believed more could reach this ideal state of existence.  He asserted that understanding 

such people assists us in observing and noting the developmental processes, also in exploring, 

augmenting, and discovering alternative factors that influence potential.  This study of an exceptional 

personality can therefore make a valuable contribution to understanding how some children develop into 

unique, accomplished, or creative adults. 

3.4.1   View of Human Nature 

   Moore (2002, p.336) described Maslow’s view of mankind as “essentially optimistic”.  This 

evaluation stems from Maslow’s acknowledgement of individuals’ active will and potential to develop.  

Moore states Maslow viewed striving toward optimal development as the motivation for all behaviour, with 

gratification of needs being more than a means of relieving tension, but as a basis for growth.  Maslow 

(1970b) did not, however, have a purist view.  He acknowledged environmental and intrinsic factors can 

limit opportunities for need fulfilment, and consequently not all individuals are able to achieve optimally. 

3.4.2   Development of Personality 

   Maslow viewed personality as occurring in relation to a hierarchy of needs (Moore, 2002).  As lower 

needs are met regularly, higher needs gain relevance.  Ewen (1980) stated that according to Maslow, 

though children move through this process without requiring parental or other pressure, they should not 

exist in an atmosphere of neglect.  He prescribed the provision of physiological requirements, safety, love, 

esteem and autonomy as vital (Ewen, 1980).  Maslow asserted that the higher on the hierarchy the healthier 

is the person’s level of development (Moore, 2002).  Progression is therefore seen as step-wise, though 

not strictly linear.  However, the fulfillment of basic needs alone does not guarantee the attainment of 

optimality.  Moore (2002) states Maslow acknowledged exceptions to the hierarchy rule:  some achieve 

great accomplishments despite a lack of satisfaction of basic needs.  Further, individuals are usually 

motivated by needs at more than one level.  Movement can also occur in terms of motivational focus:  an 

individual can temporarily regress to lower levels. 

3.4.3   The Structure and Dynamics of Personality 
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   Ewen (1980) stated Maslow rejected the idea of structural constructs, preferring to explain 

personality from a holistic view.  Ewen (1980) expanded, asserting Maslow did not, however, reject all other 

theorists’ structural constructs.  He accepted, for example, the existence of Freudian defence mechanisms. 

Despite this, the structural element of his theory can be viewed as the basic needs.     

3.5   Overview of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

 I wanted to prove that human beings are capable of something grander than war and prejudice 

and hatred (Maslow, Psychology Today, 1968, 2, p.55). 

Maslow (1970b, p. 88) described humans as “perpetually wanting animals” because as “one desire is 

satisfied, another one pops up.  Maslow (1943b) defined five sets of needs, which he later expanded to 

eight (1970a). Maslow categorised these into two separate, yet intrinsically connected motivations: 

Deficiency and Growth.  A Matrix outlining the Definitions of each concept, the Healthy Outcome of each 

Need, as well as the Outcome of Thwarting of each Need, is presented (Appendix G, p. 241). 

3.5.1   Deficiency Motives (D-motives) 

   Ewen (1980) and Hergenhahn (1984, p. 321) defined the D-motives as a universal need to reduce 

a crucial physiological drive; this drive is likened to a “highly focused searchlight darting here and there, 

seeking the objects which will satisfy needs, ignoring everything irrelevant to the need” .  These basic needs 

are organised according to relative prepotency; as the more basic needs are met, higher needs emerge as 

primary motivators of behaviour.  The most salient need dominates the organism and motivates behaviour 

at any particular time.  Maslow asserted these needs should not be considered singular or exclusive; when 

a pre-potent need dominates behaviour, others may continue to influence the person. 

  In Maslow’s model, gratification is as important as deprivation, as satiation is the means through 

which higher needs develop prepotency.  Maslow described “how a hungry man may willingly surrender his 

need for self-respect to stay alive; but if he can feed, shelter, and clothe himself, he is likely to seek higher 

needs” and will not trade self-respect for food unless in extreme circumstances (Hoffman, 1988, p. 154).   

Maslow argued basic needs are deficiency needs in that the individual feels nothing if they are met, but 

becomes anxious if they are not.  A deficiency implies a discrepancy between some fixed optimal 

equilibrium state and the current actual state, characterised by basic variables such as temperature, level 

of sugar in the blood, the need for safety, belongingness and self-esteem.  In layman’s terms, this implies 

a striving to negate the deficit that is recurring which, when satiated, means the person can progress.   

   Maslow (1970a) asserted that thwarting these basic goals or the defenses that protect them is 

perceived as a psychological threat that can harm the individual’s ability to function.  He differentiated 

between minor and serious threats, asserting frustration of unimportant desires does not usually produce 

psychopathology, whilst deprivation of basic human needs may lead to psychological damage or the 

creation of compensatory defenses mechanisms.  A diagrammatical illustration of Maslow’s original theory 

is presented (Appendix A, p. 293). 

3.5.1.1   Physiological Needs 
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   At the most basic level, humans strive for a state of homeostasis, which consists of physiological 

stability and psychological consistency (Maslow, 1970b). Physiological needs reflect the biological survival 

drive; eating, drinking, breathing and excretion (Maslow, 1943b).  Hjelle and Ziegler (1976, p.257) include 

in this group needs for ‘food, drink, oxygen, activity-sleep, sex, protection from extreme temperatures, and 

sensory stimulation”. Basic needs are the most pre-potent, dominating the organism when unmet (Maslow, 

1943b).  In unpublished papers, Maslow noted, “To urinate or defecate at the right time can be satisfying, 

in the sense of culmination, total discharge, and finishing” (Maslow, 1996, p. 41).   

3.5.1.2   Safety Needs 

  Safety or security needs emerge as primary motivators once physiological needs are regularly 

satisfied (Maslow, 1970b).  Individuals focused at this level are intent on establishing a safe and secure 

environment that is adequately predictable, stable, and protected. When safety is threatened, a person 

becomes singularly focused on averting danger and restoring security.  When engaged in safety-motivated 

behaviour, the focus is intense as everything else is less important.  Even physiological needs can be 

relegated to secondary status, e.g. when the urge to urinate strikes where the toilet appears unsafe, the 

person may endure discomfort rather than risk their safety. 

  Safety needs are especially pre-potent during the early years as children prefer a safe, orderly 

world where dangerous or unexpected events are rare.  Moore (2002) states children experience significant 

anxiety in the absence of structure, boundaries or limitations.  If extreme and chronic, the individual may 

be characterised as living almost for safety alone.  Some adults, according to Maslow (1970a), are like 

unsafe children in their desire for safety.  Their reactions are often to unknown psychological dangers in a 

world perceived to be hostile, overwhelming and threatening.  Horney (1937) called this a basic anxiety.  

Neurotics maintain their equilibrium by avoiding the unfamiliar and ordering their restricted world in a neat, 

disciplined manner so that everything can be counted on.  This is to avoid unexpected dangers and a result 

of a deficiency in safety needs.  Safety needs can become urgent on the social level when there are real 

threats to law, order and the authority of society.  A threat of chaos or nihilism can be expected, in most, to 

produce a regression to more pre-potent safety needs.  A consequence of this need not being satisfied is 

the easier acceptance of a dictatorship or military rule.  This also applies to healthy people who would 

regress to the safety level, but truer for those living closer to the safety line (Maslow, 1996a).  Healthy 

satisfaction of safety needs occurs where there is a peaceful, smooth- running, stable, well-functioning 

society.  Physical safety, financial security, protection from harm, and adequate materials to sustain survival 

are pertinent. If the physiological and safety needs are fairly well satiated, the love, affection and 

belongingness needs emerge to motivate behaviour (Maslow, 1970b).   

3.5.1.3   Belongingness and Love Needs 

  It is critical to recognise the importance of belongingness across the lifespan. Indeed, longitudinal 

research points to the importance of childhood experiences on coping with disease in adulthood (Kuh & 

Ben-Sholmo, 1997; Poulton, Caspi, & Milne, 2002; Wadsworth et al., 1997). Caspi, Harrington, Moffitt, 
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Milne, and Poulton (2006) followed a cohort of children in 1972 from birth to young adulthood. Their findings 

suggested that social isolation during childhood was associated with poor health in adulthood, based on 

cardiovascular risk. This is consistent with retrospective studies that have reported a link between a 

perceived lack of social support in childhood and chronic health conditions (Russek & Schwartz, 1997; 

Shaw, Krause, Chatters, Connell, & Dayton, 2004) as well as behavioural, psychological and social 

difficulties (Offord & Bennett, 1994) later in life. It seems that childhood experiences of social 

connectedness influence health later in life. Schools, therefore, offer an opportunity to facilitate social 

connectedness and belongingness for students’ subsequent wellbeing.  

The love needs are described in terms of social relationships, connection with others, and 

belonging to groups or partnerships.  These needs refer to the need “to belong somewhere”, “to belong 

with someone”, and to “give and receive love” (Moore, 1997, p. 441). Maslow (1970b) differentiated 

between the love needs and sexuality.  He viewed love needs as greater than a physiological desire to 

procreate as these represent a yearning for emotional connection.  We must have the opportunity to love 

and be loved.  In his private journal, Maslow lamented that he had not “paid enough attention to the need 

to admire and be admired (which is) parallel to love as well as to be loved” (Maslow, 1979, p. 177).  He 

wondered about the nature of the need to give to and provide for others, since he was sure the need to be 

loved was a Deficiency need, but the need to give love seemed to be a Growth need.   

  Meaning and connection with others represents the core of social needs, and a variety of 

relationships are needed to fully satisfy the love needs.  Maslow asserted a sense of belonging is crucial, 

as we evolved as pack animals, dependent on the group for survival.  We strive to belong to something 

larger; membership in a marriage, family, club, school, team, country, society or other groups. There is 

significant damage to psychosocial functioning when love and belongingness needs are threatened.  

Thwarting of the need to belong and be loved is the most common core in cases of maladjustment and the 

more severe pathologies.  Love and affection, and their possible expression in sexuality, are generally 

looked upon ambivalently and are customarily, in western society at least, restricted and inhibited.  Most 

theorists of psychopathology have stressed thwarting of love needs as basic in maladjustment.  Deprivation 

can affect future love-seeking behaviour, depending on the person, and the environment. 

  Maslow (1970b) describes a lack of satisfaction as being associated with feelings of alienation, 

aloneness, strangeness, and loneliness.  He named increased societal mobility, less direct contact between 

family members, and consequent superficial relationships, as possible contributing factors to deprivation of 

this need, resulting in an increase in deliberately constructed social groups.  Further, Maslow (1943b) 

believed it difficult in modern times to satisfy love needs due to excessive moving and divorce in families; 

we are not in a place long enough to develop roots.  The person deprived will long for relationships, for a 

place in a group or family, and will strive to achieve this.  The pain of loneliness, isolation, rejection and 

absence of friends, feelings of not being rooted, become acute.  Not much scientific knowledge exists 

regarding belongingness.  However, belongingness needs are destroyed in children who move often, as 



27 

 

  

they become disoriented.  Maslow’s (1970a) asserted a healthy society must satisfy this need to avoid 

becoming a sick society.  Once the need is more-or-less satiated, esteem needs emerge.   

3.5.1.4   Esteem Needs 

  We have a need for self-respect or self-esteem and for the esteem of others. Firstly, there is a 

desire for self-respect or self-esteem based on self-evaluation. This includes a sense of competence, 

confidence, personal strength, adequacy, achievement, independence, and freedom in the world.  The 

development of self-esteem and ego strength leads to feelings of self-confidence, worth, strength, and 

capability; these emotions propel behaviour toward the higher goals (Maslow, 1970a).  According to Maslow 

(1943b), people who have satisfied their esteem needs are productive and well adjusted.       We also have 

the need for prestige, status, fame and glory, dominance, recognition, attention, importance, dignity, or 

appreciation (Maslow, 1970b, p.21).  According to Maslow (1970b), self-esteem is most stable and healthy 

when based upon actual abilities, achievements and adequacies instead of external factors such as the 

opinions or admiration of others.  Horney (1950) differentiated between actual competence with its basis in 

willpower, determination and responsibility that comes naturally (Real Self), and an idealised pseudo-self.   

   The need for self-esteem therefore encompasses a personal need to feel valuable and capable of 

mastery, and a need to feel valued and recognised by others.  Hjelle and Ziegler (1976, p. 261) state that 

a deficit in self-esteem is associated with “feelings and attitudes of inferiority, ineptness, weakness and 

helplessness”.  They add that this deficiency can lead to discouragement, feelings of futility, and negative 

self-evaluations.  Thwarting of self-esteem needs can produce psychopathology, especially insecurity, 

helplessness, and inferiority complexes.  Frustration may result in the development of psychological 

defenses such as withdrawing and becoming discouraged or mechanisms such as self-aggrandisement 

(self-elevation or exaggeration of self).  In 1970, Maslow’s (1943, 1954) model was expanded to include 

Cognitive and Aesthetic needs (Appendix C, p. 295). 

The complexity of self has caught up attention of philosophers for centuries, but it only began to be studied 

as a psychological construct since William James publication of his famous book Principle of Psychology 

in 1890. He was the first to define self-esteem and he described it as 'the ratio of our actualities to our 

supposed potentialities; a fraction of which our pretensions are the denominator and the numerator our 

successes.' (James, 1983, p.296) Being presented as a ratio, self-esteem may be fairly constant but it is 

also open to change. It denoted the importance of self-evaluation in life circumstances. How a situation is 

valued or affirmed within an individual affected ones self-esteem. Although self-evaluation is extremely 

important in determining one's self-esteem, we cannot undermine the influences of our environment. Hare 

and Castenell (1985) built upon James' formula and showed that self-esteem deemed to derive from what 

is valued in one’s society and culture. While we all have our own pretentions, other people's implicit or 

explicit expectations will still inevitably alter our original pretentions. 

3.5.1.5   Cognitive Needs  
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  We have a desire to know and understand.  There is a constant thirst to know, and to know more. 

Some have phrased this as the search for meaning.  Frager and Fadiman (1970, p.2) put forward “a desire 

to understand, to systematise, organise, analyse, and to seek relations and meaning, to construct a system 

of values”. Maslow’s study indicated we are naturally attracted to the mysterious, the unknown, chaotic, 

disorganised and unexplained.  The need to know and to understand is seen in late infancy and childhood, 

perhaps even more strongly than in adulthood.  According to Maslow (1970a), children do not need to be 

taught to be curious, but, through socialisation, can be taught not to be curious. Furthermore, Maslow 

(1970a) argued that cognitive needs are a spontaneous product of maturation rather than learning.  In 

acquiring knowledge and feelings of self-management, the freedom to speak, to do what one wishes without 

harm to others, to express oneself, to investigate and seek information, to defend oneself, as well as justice, 

fairness, honesty, and orderliness, play a pivotal role.  These aspects assist in attaining a feeling of basic 

safety, and fundamentally effect expressions of self-actualisation.  The desire to know and understand are 

thus conative (having a striving character) and are very much a part of basic needs.  These conditions are 

not ends in themselves but almost so due to their being closely related to the basic needs, which are ends 

in themselves.  Although never finding definitive answers to the motivational role of curiosity, learning, 

philosophising and experimenting, Maslow (1970a) asserted that curiosity is observed in the way we 

explore our environment. The history of humanity demonstrates how we look for facts and create 

explanations in life, with Maslow offering Galileo, the explorer, as an example (Maslow, 1970b).  

  Gratification of cognitive impulses is subjectively satisfying.  Though this aspect has been neglected 

in favour of achieved results and learning, it nevertheless remains true that insight is usually a positive 

experience, with evidence of the basic cognitive need been satisfied found in an ability to overcome 

obstacles.  Danger to these freedoms is reacted to with an emergency response as if it were a direct danger 

to the basic needs.  Secrecy, censorship, dishonesty and blocking of communication threaten all the basic 

needs.  Maslow (1968) asserted there are psychopathological effects when cognitive needs are frustrated.  

Boredom, loss of zest for life, self-dislike, depression of bodily functions, steady deterioration of the 

intellectual life and tastes are similar to what Myerson (1925) referred to as anhedonia.  These symptoms 

are found in intelligent people leading intellectually unfulfilled lives.  

3.5.1.6   Aesthetic Needs 

  Maslow (1970a) p.25) acknowledged “we know less about this need than the others, and yet 

attempts to study this phenomenon have shown that in some there is a truly basic aesthetic need”.  These 

individuals get sick (in special ways) from ugliness, and cured by beautiful surroundings; and these cravings 

can only be satisfied by beauty (Maslow, 1967).  It is seen almost universally in healthy children. 

  The overlapping of conative and cognitive needs makes it impossible to separate them sharply.  

Maslow (1970b) asserted that the need for order, symmetry, closure, completion of the act, system, and for 

structure may be indiscriminately assigned to cognitive, conative, aesthetic, or even to neurotic needs. 
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3.5.2   Growth Motives (B-Motives) 

  Once the primal needs are regularly satiated, Maslow asserted we are motivated by Growth 

motivations, also known as B-motives, B-values, meta-needs or meta-motives. According to Ewen (1980), 

these motives refer to the need to develop and fulfil one’s inner potentials, including the expression of non-

possessive love towards others.  B-motives are less dependent on the environment than D-motives (Ewen, 

1980).  At this level, the person’s perception alters.  Being cognition refers to “a more passive mode of 

perceiving…letting oneself be reached, touched, or affected by what is there so that the perception is richer” 

(Jourard, 1974, p. 68).  Hjelle and Ziegler (1987) describe Being-cognition as a more objective, non-

judgmental mode of perception.  This need is expressed through the self-actualisation or transcendence 

components of Maslow’s (1970b) theory that propels an individual toward idiosyncratic fullness. 

3.5.2.1   Self-Actualisation Need 

   Hoffman (1988, p. 254) described self-actualisation by invoking the following metaphor:    

”Self-actualisation can be likened to a seed from which a plant develops: the plant is not present inside the 

seed, but the potential is there; the core of our being carries the seed of our becoming and of our latent 

potential”.  Maslow (1943a, pp. 382-283), described self-actualisation thus:  “It refers to the desire for self-

fulfilment, the tendency to become actualised in what one is potentially.  The specific form these needs take 

varies. It may be the desire to be an ideal mother, in another it may be expressed athletically, or expressed 

in painting pictures or inventions”.  

The term self-actualisation was coined by Kurt Goldstein (1939) and further operationalised by 

Maslow (1943b; 1954; 1970b; 1996a).  Whilst Goldstein originally intended to refer to the innate drive of 

each organism to reach its biological destiny, Maslow applied the term to describe the process through 

which we embody our full potential.  Maslow insisted on the value and importance of self-actualisation, 

famously stating that “what a man can be, he must be” (Maslow, 1943b, p.10).  He asserted “a musician 

must make music an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately at peace with himself” 

(Maslow cited in Hoffman, 1988, p.155). 

   Maslow reported his early investigations on self-actualisation “were not planned to be research, 

[but] as the effort of a young intellectual to try to understand two of his teachers whom he admired and who 

were very, very wonderful people” (Maslow cited in Hoffman, 1988, p. 150).  He wondered why his mentors 

were so different from “run-of-the-mill people in the world” (Maslow, cited in Hoffman, 198, p. 150).  

Wertheimer and Benedict came to represent a “composite of the self-actualised person rather than just 

individuals”, marking the initiation of Maslow’s theorising on the innate tendency of humans, unless thwarted 

by unsatisfied lower needs,  to self-actualise (Hoffman, 1988, p. 156).  Maslow’s students also contributed 

to shaping his theory, and described a case where a former graduate worked to support her family during 

the Great Depression, was in a dull but stable job.  Maslow reflected “she was not using her intelligence” 

and “this might be a major reason for her boredom with …the normal pleasures of life” (Maslow, cited in 

Hoffman, 1988, p.145).  He encouraged her to register in graduate night studies; she “became more alive, 
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happy and zestful, and most physical symptoms disappeared” (Maslow cited in Hoffman, 1988, p.145).  

This, and other stories, led Maslow into thinking about the mechanisms through which self-actualisation 

can be enhanced or restricted.   

  The psychological community responded well to Maslow’s research findings.  Carl Rogers and 

other budding humanists considered Maslow’s work on self-actualisation to be a “conceptual breakthrough” 

(Hoffman, 1988, p. 188).  Maslow’s research formed “the basis for an entirely new vision of psychology, 

with the premise that each of us possesses an innate nature of vast potential that usually becomes blocked 

or thwarted through the deprivation of lower needs” (Hoffman, 1988, p. 173).  Neurotics and persons of 

normal mental health are motivated to acquire deficiency need gratification and the accompanying tension-

reduction.  Self-actualisers, however, are concerned with higher needs:  fulfilling potentialities, 

understanding and knowing the world around them, enriching the experience of living, and being all they 

can be.  If one compares deficiency (lower) needs and self-actualisation, it is evident that as food is eaten, 

the desire for it decreases.  In contrast, Maslow quipped that, for self-actualisers, the thrill never wears off; 

satisfaction leads to further pursuit of growth (Maslow, 1996). It is a unique and lifelong process.  Maslow 

described in his journal, “the process of growing is itself tasty, (it) feels good” (Maslow, 1979, p. 1225).  

Potentialities continually develop with the ideal being to increase tension through new, challenging 

experiences.   This state is heterogeneous, being different for everyone.   

  In proposing his theory, Maslow (1970a) lamented that not much is known about self-actualisation 

empirically or clinically.  He went on to say that, although “every baby” is born with the potential to self-

actualise, most have it “knocked out of them” by the time they reach adulthood (Maslow cited in Hoffman, 

1988, p. 174).  Although rare, he asserted self-actualisers are not special: they should not be considered 

as regular people with something added, but as normal people with nothing essential removed.  The 

average person’s potential, desires, and motivations are inhibited within the roles and activities they enact 

daily.  Maslow did not see actualisers as superhuman or as transcending problems. He insisted it is not a 

perfect state of serenity, but rather a “development of personality freeing the person from the deficiency 

problems of growth, and from neurotic problems of life, to face, endure, and grapple with the ‘real’ problems 

of the human condition” (Maslow cited in Hoffman, 1988, p. 257).  Satisfaction of these needs prevents 

meta-pathology, whilst failure to express growth motives results in pathogenic deprivation (Hergenhahn, 

1984).      

  Maslow (1996b) described the possibility of pursuing higher-level goals within the context of partial 

satisfaction of the basic needs, expressing the self-actualiser is not someone whose lower level needs have 

simply been satisfied.  If a person apparently has everything such as enough food, a comfortable and safe 

environment, a loving family, friendship and respect from peers, a sense of personal achievement, we would 

assume they would be content.  However, according to Maslow (1970a), the individual will not automatically 

be happy, as the person no longer has a purpose.  Feelings of meaninglessness emerge, which state may 

lead to depression or even suicide unless they become aware of the need for self-actualisation.    
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Implicit in attaining self-actualisation is an assumption that there is past or present satisfaction of 

the basic physiological, as well as emotional needs for safety, belongingness, love, respect and self-

respect.  Also, that there is at least partial satisfaction of the need for knowledge, understanding and 

aesthetics.  As defined by Maslow (1970a), self-actualisation or growth toward this state corresponds to 

psychological health.  Actualisers are people who “have developed or are developing to the full stature of 

(that) of which they are capable” (Maslow, 1973, p.178).  What is striking is that we are agents of change; 

not helpless victims of circumstance, but conscious pioneers in carving our own destinies.  Maslow (1970b) 

illustrated self-actualisation as encapsulating certain characteristics, though not specifying typical age 

ranges for the levels of hierarchy.  He recognised wide individual differences in the rate of progression, but 

believed that older adults were generally more likely than younger adults to be concerned with higher 

motivation.  Maslow (1970) wrote: 

[I am] confirming the concept [of self-actualisation] very definitely to older people.  By the 
criteria I used, self-actualisation does not occur in young people…. [they] have not yet achieved 
identity, or autonomy, nor have they had time enough to experience an enduring, loyal, post-
romantic love relationship, nor have they generally found their calling (p. xx). 

3.5.2.2   Characteristics of Self-Actualisers 

  In Maslow’s ground-breaking study, he concluded that self-actualisers feel safe and free of anxiety; 

they feel accepted, loved and loving, worthy of respect and respected.  They have worked out their 

philosophical, religious or axiological (value) compass.  They have satisfied their lower needs, are free of 

psychoses, neuroses or other pathological disturbances.  Typically, they are middle aged or older.  Maslow 

(1970b) thought younger people have not developed a strong sense of identity and autonomy, attained an 

enduring love relationship, found a calling to devote to, or developed their own values, patience, courage, 

and wisdom.  Childhood experience, however, is an important precursor for growth.  A healthy combination 

of parental control and freedom is advised.  Maslow felt the first years of life are important, specifically the 

child must receive adequate love, security, and esteem, failing which it is difficult to grow psychologically 

(1970a).  Beyond these points, Maslow indicated characteristics which self-actualisers possess, as follows: 

i)   An accurate Perception of Reality 

  Self-actualisers usually possess an accurate, objective, and relatively unbiased perception of 

reality (Moore, 2002).  According to Hjelle and Ziegler (1987), perspectives are less tainted by expectations, 

stereotypes, hopes, or anxieties. This leads to being less affected by prejudice and more focused on 

rationality.  There is no contradiction between what is experienced on an intuitive level, and what is thought 

on a conscious, rational level. They do not project their perceptions, wishes, hopes, fears, theories and 

beliefs or those of their cultural group onto the world.   “They see what is before them without being strained 

through spectacles of various sorts to distort or shape or colour the reality” (Berson, 1944, cited in Maslow 

(1970b, p.131). 
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  Consequently, the individual is able to live more in the “real” world of nature than in the man-made 

set of concepts, expectations, beliefs and stereotypes which most people confuse with the world. This 

objectivity is not disinterestedness.  It is a passive response to the nature of reality per se without personal 

or ego elements.  Maslow asserted that they can see the fresh, raw, concrete, ideographic, abstract, 

categorised and classified (1996a).  This feature includes the ability to judge people correctly and efficiently, 

to detect the spurious, fake, and dishonesty in others. Maslow viewed this efficiency as extending to all 

areas of life; to art, music, intellectual things, science, politics, business and public affairs.  Predictions of 

the future from facts result in more accuracy, as the world is viewed in an unbiased manner.   

  Self-actualisers are tolerant, their accurate perception of reality allowing them to be less threatened 

by the unknown and more comfortable with ambiguity (Hjelle & Ziegler, 1987).  Thinking for the self-

actualiser is, however, not always directed, organised, motivated, or goal-bent.  Contrarily, self-actualisers 

can sometimes be disorderly, sloppy, anarchic, chaotic, vague, doubtful, uncertain, indefinite, approximate, 

inexact or inaccurate (Maslow, 1943b).  Additionally, fantasy, dreaming, symbolism, unconscious thinking, 

infantile, emotional thinking and psychoanalytic free association are all seen as productive in their own way.  

Healthy people come to many of their conclusions and decisions with the aid of these techniques, 

traditionally opposed to rationality but in actuality congruent with it.  This is in sharp contrast with Money-

Kyrle’s assertion that “it is possible to call neurotics inefficient, simply because they do not perceive the real 

world so accurately or efficiently as do healthy persons” (Maslow, cited in Fadiman and Frager (1970, 

p.129).  This statement implies neurotics are cognitively wrong, not emotionally sick.  Maladjustment would 

disturb perception enough to affect acuity of perception.  It follows that the effect of wish, desire, or prejudice 

upon perception is much less in healthy people. The striking feature in this aspect of self-actualisers is 

openness to experience; they are eager and excited about new experiences, ideas and skills; akin to looking 

at the world with an innocent eye.  This openness also applies if new observations do not fit into existing 

schemata or contradict a previous opinion.  Einstein (cited in Maslow, 1970b, p.  130) “The most beautiful 

thing we can experience is the mysterious.  It is the source of all art and science”. Studies of psychologically 

healthy people indicate they are, as a defining characteristic, attracted to the un-organised, unknown and 

mysterious.  The self-actualiser does not hold on to the need for certainty and safety.   

There is intentionality in choosing things to puzzle over, meditate on, and be absorbed by.  They 

are thus able to tolerate ambiguity.  Maslow (1970a) went on to say the self-actualiser does not spend time 

on imagined dangers.  They are able to ascertain concealed or confused realities in others more swiftly 

than non-actualisers.  This may be contrasted with ordinary people who may deny, repress or deform 

perceptions to make them fit their own prejudices, a tendency well-documented in traditional psychology.  

This quality eventuates in a superior ability to reason, perceive the truth, to come to conclusions, be logical, 

and to be cognitively efficient (Maslow, 1970a).  

ii) Acceptance of Self, Others and Nature 

  Self-actualisers are unconditionally accepting of self and others (Moore, 2002).  Whilst aware of 
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inherent fallibilities and failings, they are tolerant and shameless regarding the reality of the self and human 

nature in general (Hjelle & Ziegler, 1987). 

Maslow described different levels of acceptance of self, the first being at the animal level.  That is, at the 

most basic level of human functioning; primal processes such as sex, urination, pregnancy, menstruation, 

ageing and death.  The individual is able to have a hearty appetite for food, to sleep well, to enjoy sex 

without unnecessary inhibition.  Physiological impulses are embraced and enjoyed without guilt, shame or 

apology.  This implies accepting survival drives, not harbouring anxieties regarding appetite, sleep, 

evacuation, and sexual gratification (Moore, 1997).  This is an anathema to most, where anxiety, depression 

and shame result in neurosis.  This worry and psychological damage leads to low self-esteem through the 

rejection of parts of, or the whole self.  Examples of aversions are unhealthy relations with food (anorexia, 

bulimia and obesity), disgust with body products (such as faeces, urine) or other body functions (Moore, 

1997). 

   Self-actualisers accept their nature, with all its shortcomings and discrepancies from the ideal 

image, without feeling real concern. Doing so does not mean self-satisfaction or pompousness.  They treat 

their frailties in the same unquestioning spirit with which one accepts nature.  Maslow used an apt metaphor 

to describe this point, saying that one does not complain about water because it is wet, or rocks being hard 

(1943b).  The self-actualiser is able, as are children, to look upon the world with wide, uncritical, 

undemanding, innocent eyes, simply noting and observing what is, without arguing or demanding otherwise.  

In a nutshell, the self-actualiser tends to look on human nature as it is.  Doing so does not imply passive 

resignation.  Unless, of course, faced with severe illness and/or death.  Self-actualisers accept their self 

with respect to love, safety, belongingness, honour and self-respect.   They see these qualities as 

worthwhile. Linked with self-acceptance is a lack of defensiveness, and distaste for artificialities.  

Psychological game- playing, falsities and fronts are not necessary as they do not need to pretend. 

  What the psychologically healthy person does feel guilty about is, rather, their own shortcomings.  

These attributes include laziness, a short temper, hurting others, or the stubborn remnants of psychological 

ill health such as prejudice, jealousy and envy, or shortcomings of the group with which they identify.  The 

self-actualiser will feel bad about discrepancies between what is and what is attainable. 

iii)   Spontaneity, Simplicity and Naturalness 

  This characteristic reflects an effortless spontaneity and absence of superficiality and pretence 

(Moore, 1997).  Self-actualisers are open and natural in their expression of thoughts and feelings, often 

appearing unconventional and difficult to understand (Ewen, 1980).  Hjelle and Ziegler (1987) state that 

self-actualisers are unconventional, but at times discreetly so.  It is a quality reflective of their inner lives.  

According to Ewen (1980, p. 355), they can feel “much like an alien in a foreign land”, as their personal 

ethics often do not correspond to social rules.  Despite this openness of expression, Moore (1997) adds 

that self-actualisers are vigilant of offending others.  Because of this, they go through ceremonies and rituals 

of convention with grace, and accept an honour that may be privately despised.  The cloak of conventionality 
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therefore rests lightly on their shoulders and is easily cast aside.  They will not usually allow convention to 

be inhibiting and in such instances unconventionality becomes apparent.  They don't make big issues of 

trivialities, as would most.  This attitude is seen when they become absorbed in something close to a main 

interest, when they drop off rules and behaviours to which at other times they may conform.   

  Not surprisingly, self-actualisers prefer company where they feel free, and that is relieving of what 

sometimes requires much effort.  A correlate of this characteristic is that the self-actualiser has a code of 

ethics that is relatively autonomous.  Unthinking observers might believe the person to be unethical, since 

not only conventions, but laws, are sometimes ignored when the situation seems to demand it.  However, 

the self-actualiser is most ethical even though ethics are not necessarily the same as those of associates.  

This makes us realise that ordinary ethical behaviour is largely conventional as it is exogenous (e.g. based 

on fundamentally accepted principles perceived to be true). 

  Self-actualisers do not hide their self.  They sometimes rebel deliberately, out of momentary 

irritation with customary rigidity or conventional blindness.  For example, they may be trying to teach 

someone something, or to protect someone from harm, hurt or injustice.  In such instances it may be 

observed they are not anxious, guilty or ashamed of the impression made on the onlooker.   

This ease of penetration to reality, closer approach to a childlike acceptance and spontaneity 

implies a superior awareness of impulses, desires, opinions, and subjective reactions in general.  A clinical 

study of this capacity confirms the opinion of Fromm (1941), that average, normal people often have no 

idea of who they are, what they want, or what their opinions are.  Herein we are able to detect the difference 

between living and preparing to live.  The self-actualiser strives to develop in accordance with their inner 

nature, rather than that of society.  They attempt to develop into their own unique style.  This is in contrast 

to the motivation of ordinary people who strive for the basic need gratifications they lack.  The self-actualiser 

is deficient in none of these gratifications but still has impulses.  For them, motivation is synonymous with 

growth, character expression, maturation and development. 

iv) Problem Centring 

  The vocations of self-actualisers are usually directed towards greater causes, often to the service 

of others (Moore, 2002).  According to Moore (2002), the focus on more expansive goals implies a lack of 

concern for unnecessary trivialities and minor details.  Self-actualisers have an objective, outward focus 

rather than an inward focus. The issue being faced becomes the problem, and they are able to stand outside 

of the problem. This is contrasted to those who are insecure, who implode into the problem. They usually 

have a mission in life, a task to fulfil or a problem occupying their energies (Buhler & Massarik, 1968; Frankl, 

1969, in Maslow, 1970a).  Accomplishing the particular task is enjoyed, and work synonymous with fun.   

Generally, these tasks are concerned with the good of mankind, or of a nation or a few individuals. 
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  Self-actualisers are generally concerned with basic issues and eternal questions of the type we call 

philosophical or ethical, and these are viewed in the widest possible frame.  Metaphorically speaking, they 

never get so close to the trees that the forest is not seen.  They work within a framework of broad, long 

term values, the proverbial ‘big picture thinkers and doers’.  This impression of living as sub-specie 

aeternitas is socially and interpersonally important; it imparts a certain serenity and lack of worry over 

immediate concerns, making life less complicated. 

v)   Detachment and a Need for Privacy 

  Self-actualisers are self-reliant.  According to Maslow (1970a), they rely on their inner resources 

and interpretations, even when facing challenges.  They are able to distance themselves from turbulent 

situations, remaining calm, dignified, and rational under circumstances that may have shaken others.  This 

self-contained approach is also evident in their day-to-day life.  According to Maslow (1970b), they are not 

dependent on others in the usual manner, for friendship, generally preferring a relatively high degree of 

solitude and privacy.  Maslow stated this social reserve can manifest as austerity or remoteness, whilst 

Moore (2002) adds that, to some, they can seem antagonistic.  However, the dichotomy introvert-extrovert 

hardly applies.  A more useful term is “detachment”.  

  The self-actualiser can be comfortably solitary or detached.  They enjoy solitude and privacy to a 

greater degree than most.  They take personal misfortunes without reacting as traumatically as the ordinary 

person. They seem to be able to retain dignity even in undignified situations.  Perhaps this comes from the 

tendency to stick by their interpretation of a situation rather than rely on what others feel or think.  Maslow 

(1970a) found the quality of detachment in self-actualisers to have some connection with certain other 

qualities such as their ability to accept nature, and to be more objective.  This is true even when the problem 

concerns their self, their wishes, motives, hopes, or aspirations.  Consequently, the individual can focus, 

producing as a by-product absent-mindedness, forgetfulness and be oblivious of surroundings. They can 

sleep soundly, have an undisturbed appetite, and cope through a period of problems, worry and 

responsibility. 

Socially, however, detachment creates problems.  Aloofness may be misinterpreted as coldness, 

snobbishness, lack of affection, unfriendliness, or even hostility.  It is understandable why this happens; an 

ordinary friendship is often more clinging, demanding, needing reassurance, compliments, support, warmth 

and exclusiveness.  Because being needed or missed is the usual indicator of friendship, it becomes clear 

that detachment is not easily accepted.  Another indicator of autonomy is in self-government as a 

responsible, disciplined, deciding agent.  This is contrary to being manipulated, feeling helpless, 

'determined' by others, or being weak. Self-actualisers make up their own mind and are responsible for 

themselves and their destiny.  According to Maslow (1970a), too many of us have our minds made up by 

salesmen, advertisers, parents, propagandists, television, newspapers and so on. This makes us prey to 

manipulation and abuse.  The quality of detachment, ultimately, is that the self-actualiser is less moulded.  
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According to Maslow, 1970b), free will and determinism may come to be operationally defined as degree 

concepts, varying in amount. 

vi)  Autonomy and Independence of Culture  

  As can be deduced by several of the preceding characteristics, the self-actualiser is described as 

displaying a strong sense of autonomy (Moore, 2002).  According to Maslow (1970a) the determinants of 

satisfaction and happiness are intrinsic.  They rely on their own potential and resources for growth instead 

of being dependent on a supportive environment and on external rewards such as status, prestige or 

popularity (Moore, 2002). Our imperfect society forces inhibitions and restraints on people.  To that extent, 

spontaneity is lessened and some of a person’s potentialities are not actualised.  For that reason, those 

who are actualised are lonely for their own kind.  Propelled by growth, they are independent, for main 

satisfactions, on extrinsic factors.  They are psychologically strong enough, independent of others’ opinion 

or affection.  Honours, status, rewards, popularity, prestige and love that can be bestowed on them become 

less important than self -development and inner growth.  To become relatively independent of love and 

respect, however, they have been given plenty of this very same love and respect in childhood.  They get 

along with their culture, but in a profound sense, resist enculturation and maintain an inner detachment 

from the culture in which they are immersed (Maslow, 1970b).   

vii)   Constant Renewal of Appreciation 

  Maslow (1970, p.163) noted that self-actualisers’ experience life with a continual sense of 

appreciation for the simple and familiar.  He stated that: “For such a person, any sunset may be as beautiful 

as the first. The thousandth baby is just as miraculous as the first…even the casual work day, moment-to-

moment business of living can be thrilling, exciting, and ecstatic”.  Together with openness to new stimuli, 

there is a tendency to experience old, well-known stimuli in a new way.  This experience, for the average, 

becomes stale and unappreciated.  But the self-actualiser has the capacity to appreciate repeatedly, freshly 

and naively, the basic wonders of life, with awe, pleasure, wonder, and even ecstasy.  This ability to live 

and appreciate the moment can be thrilling. The intense feelings come occasionally, but at the most 

unexpected moments (Maslow, 1970b).  Sexual pleasure and orgasm can provide not only passing 

pleasure, but a strengthening and revivifying of the whole person.  This acute richness of appreciation of 

subjective experience is an aspect of the closeness of their relationship to the concrete and fresh. Perhaps 

what we call staleness in experience is a consequence of categorising a rich perception as it proves to be 

no longer advantageous, useful, threatening, or otherwise ego-involved (Bergson, cited in Fadiman & 

Frager, 1970).  Sometimes these spontaneous feelings, described by Maslow as a freshness of 

appreciation, are so intense they may be called mystical or peak experiences (Maslow, 1970b). 

viii)   Peak or Mystic Experiences 

  Maslow (1970a) described peak experiences as including feelings of having limitless horizons dawn 

before one, being simultaneously more powerful and helpless than before, of ecstasy and awe, being lost 
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in time and space, and a deep sense of something important as having happened.  According to 

Hergenhahn (1984), Maslow expressed the view that we all have the potential for peak experiences, but 

only self-actualisers are usually able to experience them at full intensity.  Maslow differentiates between 

non-peakers (individuals with a low frequency of peak experiences) and peakers (individuals with a higher 

frequency of peak experiences).  An essential aspect is integration that happens within the person and 

between the person and the world.  In this state of being, the person becomes whole, unified.  Psychological 

splits, polarities, and internal dissociations tend to be dissolved and transcendence ensues.  In such a state, 

the person becomes far more open to experience, spontaneous and fully functioning. 

  Maslow (1970 p. 163) pointed out that “one aspect of the peak experience is a complete, though 

momentary, loss of fear, anxiety, inhibition, defence and control, a giving up or renunciation, delay and 

restraint”.  The fear of disintegration and dissolution, of being overwhelmed by the “instincts”, the fear of 

death, and the fear of giving in to unbridled pleasure and emotion, all tend to disappear or go into abeyance.  

This implies a greater openness, as fear distorts perception.  According to Maslow (1970a), the mystic 

experience occurs rather commonly for self-actualisers.  Since the experience is ‘in the world’, it represents 

a fusion of the Freudian ‘pleasure principle’ and ‘reality principle’ (Maslow, cited in Fadiman and Frager, 

1970, p.163).  Maslow   (1973. p.190) used Freud’s term, “the oceanic feeling “, to describe the peak 

experience.  As indicated, each such experience changes the person fundamentally, including their 

perception of the world. As each person is unique, peak experiences are derived from different kinds of 

events.  But no matter from whence it comes, the subjective experience is described similarly.  During the 

experience, the individual becomes their own completely idiosyncratic and unique self.  All their powers 

come together in the most efficient integration and co-ordination, organised much more perfectly than usual.  

Everything can then be done with ease.  Inhibitions, doubt, the need to control and self-criticism evaporates; 

the person becomes the spontaneous, coordinated, efficient organism, functioning without inner conflict, 

hesitation or doubt, in a great flow of power that is so peculiarly effortless, that it may be play, ‘virtuoso-like’ 

(Maslow, 1970a).    

  Interestingly, theological literature has generally assumed an absolute, qualitative difference 

between the mystic and all other experiences.  As soon as it is divorced from supernatural reference and 

studied as a natural phenomenon, however, it becomes possible to place the mystic experience on a 

quantitative continuum from mild to intense.  The mild mystic experience occurs in many self-actualisers, 

perhaps even most, and in the more self-actualised, it occurs often, perhaps even daily. 

ix)   Social Interest 

  Alfred Adler (1977), described the “flavour” of the feelings for mankind expressed by self-

actualisers; they have a deep feeling of identification, sympathy, and affection, in spite of the occasional 

anger, impatience, or disgust.  This deep sense inculcates a genuine desire to help others.  The feeling of 

kinship emulates that of being a member of a single (world) family.  Maslow states that although self-

actualisers are at times frustrated and distressed by the failings of humanity, they exhibit a strong sense of 
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connection to and nurturance of their fellow man (Moore, 1997).  With this sense of identification, feelings 

toward siblings are affectionate, and are more easily forgiven than strangers (Maslow, 1970a).  Despite 

kinship, actualisers are different in thought, impulse, behaviour and emotion.  Identification with mankind 

seems to be an anathema to the characteristics of the self-actualiser.  Consequently, few understand the 

self-actualiser, who becomes saddened, exasperated and even enraged by the shortcomings of the 

average person.  They look upon those who are not growing as static.  However, they still feel a basic 

kinship, whilst being aware they can do many things better, see things others cannot see, that the truth that 

is clear to them is, for most, veiled and hidden. 

x)   Interpersonal Relationships 

  According to Maslow (1970b), self-actualisers tend to have more intimate and intense relationships 

than other adults.  Further, they tend to have small circles of close friends rather than extensive and 

superficial relationships.  They are capable of more fusion, love, more perfect identification, more 

obliteration of ego boundaries than others would consider possible (Maslow, 1970b).  There are certain 

special characteristics of the close relationships that self-actualisers develop. Maslow observed that 

counterpart members of these relationships are likely to be healthier and closer to self-actualisation than 

the average.  They are selective at a high level when one considers the small proportion of such people.  

Having few close friends may largely be due to the fact that being close requires time; devotion is time 

consuming.  The self-actualiser tends to be kind, or at least patient to most.  Maslow found they are 

especially tender toward children, and easily moved by them (Moore, 2002).  The self-actualiser’s 

compassion for humanity is conditional.  They can and do speak realistically and harshly of those whom 

they think deserve it, especially of the hypocritical, pretentious, pompous, or self-inflated.  But face-to-face 

relationships even with these people do not always show signs of realistically low evaluations.  Perhaps the 

briefest summation is to say their hostile reactions are only observed if 1) deserved and (2) for the good of 

the person attacked or for someone else’s good.  Hostility is therefore not character-based but reactive or 

situational. 

  Hjelle and Ziegler (1987) and Moore (2002) state that self-actualisers may, to their distress, attract 

admirers or followers who place impractical demands on them. Maslow’s (1970a) research found his 

subjects to generally deal with such social situations kindly, otherwise by means of firm politeness and/or 

avoidance.  Their relationship with admirers is apt to be rather one-sided, however.  Admirers demand more 

than the actualiser is willing to give, and these devotions can be embarrassing, distressing and even 

distasteful, since it often goes beyond ordinary boundaries.   

xi)   Democratic Character Structure 

  Self-actualisers exhibit a lack of prejudice towards others, not discriminating between individuals 

on the basis of what are to them, meaningless differences.  In Maslow’s (1943a) study, he found all subjects 

were democratic (believe and practice equality) in the deepest possible sense.  Self-actualisers have all 

the obvious or superficial democratic characteristics.  They can, and are, friendly with anyone of suitable 
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character regardless of class, education, political belief, race or colour. Maslow (1970a) describes self-

actualisers as selecting for their friends the elite in terms of character, capacity and talent, regardless of 

social status or demographic placement.    This feeling allows them to learn from anyone who has something 

to teach them – no matter what other characteristics the other has.  In such a relationship they do not try to 

maintain any outward dignity, status or prestige.  They are aware of how little they know in comparison with 

what could be known and is known by others.  Because of this, it is possible, without pose, to be honestly 

respectful and humble. They give honest respect to a carpenter who is a good at his trade, or anyone who 

is a master of his own tools or craft (Maslow, 1996a).  A caveat is included in that a distinction must be 

made between this democratic feeling and a lack of discrimination in taste, of an undiscriminating equality 

of any human being with any other.  These elite or sui generis individuals select for friends those who are 

elite of character, capacity, and talent, rather than of birth, race, name, family, age, youth, fame, or power. 

xii)   Ability to Discriminate between Means and Goals, Good and Evil 

  The self-actualiser differentiates means and goals, usually regarding means as secondary.  

However, because they appreciate the intrinsic value of the process towards goal achievement, they derive 

equal satisfaction from the process and product (Moore, 2002).  The situation then becomes more complex 

by regarding means as ends in themselves.  The actualiser can therefore make out of the most trivial and 

routine activity, an intrinsically enjoyable experience, enjoying the journey toward the goal.  They are far 

less ambivalent, confused, or weak-willed about their own anger than average people are.  Self-actualisers 

are not traditionally or conventionally religious, but have strong moral and ethical codes, which include a 

clear distinction between what is right and wrong (Maslow, 1954).  Dr David Levy, (cited in Maslow,1973), 

pointed out that self-actualisers might be described as walking in the path of God or as being godly men.  

So far as religion is concerned, this description is not in accordance with orthodox religion.  However, 

Maslow discovered most are not religious.  If religion is defined only in social-behavioural terms, then all of 

Maslow’s subjects were “religious”, atheists included.  But if used conservatively to include a supernatural 

element, self-actualisers are not chronically unsure about the difference between what is right and wrong.  

The actualiser rarely shows in his or her day-to-day living the chaos, confusion, inconsistency or conflict 

common in the average person’s ethical dealings.   

xiii)   A Philosophical, Benevolent Sense of Humour 

  Humour is not of the ordinary type (Maslow, 1973).  They do not consider funny what the average 

person considers so.  What is humorous is more closely allied to philosophy; not enjoying ridiculing others 

(Maslow, 1970a).   According to Moore (2002), they prefer benevolent and subtle humour that has meaning 

and value.  Further, they are able to laugh at their selves and at aspects of human nature, but is not done 

in any masochistic or clown-like way.  This attitude is evident in their work environment, which in a certain 

sense is also play, and taken lightly, though seriously.  The self-actualiser does not laugh at the expense 

of others, or at others inferiority or at ‘smutty’ or ‘raw’ jokes.  Their humour consists in large part in poking 
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fun at humanity in general when people are foolish, or forget their place in the universe, or try to be “big” 

when they are actually small.   

  Quantitatively, the self-actualiser is seen as displaying humour less often than the general 

population.  Punning, joking, witty remarks, gay repartee, or persiflage (good natured teasing) of the 

ordinary sort is less. Their sense of humour is thoughtful, eliciting a smile more often than a laugh, which is 

intrinsic to the situation rather than added to it, spontaneous rather than planned, and often cannot be 

repeated.  Maslow (1943b) cites the humour of Abraham Lincoln to illustrate this quality.  Lincoln, according 

to Maslow (1943a), never belittled anyone; his jokes had a function beyond producing a laugh. Humour of 

the self-actualiser can, in summary, be pervasive; the human situation, human pride, seriousness, 

busyness, bustle, ambition, striving and planning can all be seen as amusing, humorous or even funny.   

xiv)   Creativity 

  Einstein (cited in Maslow, 1954, p. 171) asserted: “The formulation of a problem is far more often 

essential than its solution, which may be merely a matter of mathematical or experimental skill.  To raise 

new questions and possibilities and to regard old problems from a new angle requires creative imagination, 

and marks real advance in science” (Einstein &. Infeld cited in The Evolution of Physics, 1938).  Maslow 

(1970a) viewed creativity as being synonymous with ultimate health, that this aspect is sine qua non, a 

defining characteristic of essential humanness.  Maslow distinguished ‘special talent’ creativeness from 

‘self-actualising’ creativeness, the latter springing directly from the personality, and observable in the 

ordinary affairs of life, including problem-solving.  This type of creativeness is seen not only in great and 

obvious products, but in other ways; a certain kind of humour, a tendency to do anything creatively, even if 

mundane.   

Maslow (1970a) postulated the potential for self-actualising creativeness is intrinsic in everyone at 

birth.  He suggested that most of us lose it by becoming acculturated, while others are able to retain this 

fresh and naïve way of looking at life or, if lost, to recover it later in life.  Maslow (2000, p.185) claimed: 

“The key question isn’t what fosters creativity, but rather why in God’s name isn’t everyone creative? Where 

was the human potential lost? How was it crippled? I think a good question might be not why do people 

create but why do people not create or innovate? We have got to abandon the sense of amazement in the 

face of creativity, as if it were a miracle if anybody created anything.”  Maslow (1970a) stressed creativity 

as primarily personality-centred rather than in achievements, considering these achievements to be 

epiphenomena emitted by the personality and secondary.  Maslow included character qualities like 

boldness, courage, freedom, spontaneity, perspicuity, integration and self-acceptance, which makes 

possible the kind of generalised creativeness he propounded. Moore (2002, p. 349) stated that all of 

Maslow’s research subjects displayed “creativity, originality or ingenuity” of some form.  Maslow (1970b, p. 

170) postulated that it is “not in the usual form of writing books, composing music or producing artistic 

objects, but may be much more humble”. Hergenhahn (1984) links this creativity to B-motivation and states 
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that it stems from the self-actualiser’s openness to experience and spontaneous self-expression.  He 

asserted that, to have a great talent or genius, is not equivalent to being psychologically healthy.  Great 

talent was not only more or less independent of goodness or health of character, but we know little about 

it.  For instance, there is evidence that musical and mathematical talents are more inherited.  Maslow 

discovered he had initially been thinking of creativity in terms of products, and unconsciously confined 

creativity to certain conventional aspects of human endeavour.   He assumed any painter, poet or composer 

was leading a creative life, that only theorists, artists, scientists, inventors, and writers could be creative.  

But he found, for example, that an uneducated, poor, full-time housewife and mother, who did none of these 

conventionally creative things and yet was a marvellous cook, mother, wife and homemaker was creative:  

with little money, her home was always beautiful;  she was the perfect hostess; her meals banquets.  He 

described her good taste in linens, silver, glass, crockery, and furniture as impeccable; she was original, 

novel, ingenious, unexpected and inventive.  Maslow (1970a) felt he had no choice but to call her creative.  

Another was a psychiatrist, a “pure” clinician who never wrote anything or created theories but delighted in 

helping people to create their self.  Each patient was approached as if they were the only one in the world, 

without jargon, expectations, or presuppositions, with innocence and naiveté and yet great wisdom.  Each 

was unique, and therefore a completely new problem to be understood and solved in a novel way.  His 

great success, even with difficult cases, validated his “creative” (rather than stereotyped) way of doing 

things.  From another, Maslow learned that constructing a business could be a creative activity.  From an 

athlete, a perfect tackle could be as aesthetic a product as a sonnet and could be approached in a creative 

spirit.  It is in this way that Maslow learned to apply the word creative. 

In their communication styles, Maslow (Moore, 2002) found actualisers more spontaneous and expressive.  

They are more “natural” and less controlled or inhibited; their behaviour free rather than blocking and self-

critical.  The ability to express ideas and impulses without strangulation and fear of ridicule turned out to be 

an essential aspect of self-actualising creativity.  Creativity in the self-actualiser is similar in many respects 

to the creativity of all happy and secure children, and not about a special genius attribute. It can be likened 

to “the naïve and universal creativeness of unspoiled children” (Maslow, 1973, p.196).  Self-actualising 

creativity is spontaneous, effortless, innocent and easy. He postulated that age is not a factor.  It is different 

in quality to that of children in that innocence of perception and expressiveness is combined with a 

sophisticated mind.   

   If we assume all humans were once spontaneous, and perhaps in their deepest roots, still are, but 

have in addition to their deep spontaneity, a superficial but powerful set of inhibitions, this spontaneity would 

be suppressed, choked or contained so as not to appear often.  Maslow could offer no clear-cut substitute 

concept to describe this creativeness.  The self-actualiser displays integration within, and the ability to 

integrate whatever it is he or she is doing in the world.  Creativity as an indicator of wholeness and 

integration implies self-acceptance. The inner conflict, defenses and control have been resolved and the 

person is less psychologically split.  Consequently, there is more of themselves available for use, enjoyment 
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and creative purposes.  Ultimately, they are able to waste less time and energy protecting themselves 

against themselves.  Maslow concluded many more are capable of self-actualising creativity. 

xv)   Resistance to Enculturation 

  Self-actualisers resist convention, abiding by their own rules rather than those of their social milieu 

(Moore, 2002).  As they do not usually exercise their unique perspectives via rebellion, they prefer to effect 

change from within existing systems (Moore, 2000).  In this way, they live in harmony within their community 

without becoming enculturated.  Moore adds, however, that Maslow acknowledged the inevitable influence 

(to a degree) of the socio-cultural context.  According to Moore (1997, p.450), Maslow described self-

actualisers as seeming to conform but “treasuring their own personal secrets”.  On the whole, the 

relationship of healthy people with their much less healthy culture is complex.  Firstly, actualisers fall within 

the limits of apparent conventionality in choice of clothes, language, food, of ways of doing things in our 

culture.  Yet they are not really conventional, fashionable, smart or chic.  The attitude is usually that it is of 

no great consequence what shoes they wear, how their hair is cut or styled, or their manner of behaving at 

a party.  These are not moral issues.  They can choose to be conventional, but when yielding proves 

annoying or psychologically expensive, apparent conventionality reveals itself for the superficial thing it is, 

and ignored.  Secondly, self-actualisers are not rebellious in the adolescent sense.  They accept that 

change in society is a process.  They thus have a calm, long-term concern with culture improvement that 

implies an acceptance of slowness of change along with the unquestioned desirability and necessity of 

such change.  This does not mean they lack fight.  When quick change is called for, they muster the energy. 

  Although not radical in the ordinary sense, they can be.  Most have a mission and feel what they 

are doing is in some way important to the world. Further, they are realistic and unwilling to make great but 

useless sacrifices.  They are not against fighting for a cause, unless it is going to be an ineffectual fight.  

They enjoy life.  Most have had episodes of fighting, impatience, and eagerness in youth, and in most cases 

have learned that their optimism about quick change was unwarranted.  What they settle down to is an 

accepting, calm, good-humoured everyday effort to improve the culture, usually from within, rather than to 

reject it wholly and fight it from without.  This feeling of detachment from their culture is not necessarily 

conscious.  The mixture of varying proportions of affection or approval and hostility or criticism indicates 

that they select what is good in society and reject what they think is bad.  They weigh things up then make 

their own decisions.  This is different from ordinary passive yielding to cultural shaping by ethnocentric 

subjects of many studies of authoritarian personalities (Maslow, 1970b, p. 145).  It is also different from the 

total rejection of what is a relatively good culture when compared to other cultures.  Independence of culture 

is also reflected in self-actualisers’ detachment from people and their liking for privacy.  They may be called 

autonomous; ruled by the laws of their own character rather than those of society.  Yet they are not another 

sub-culture group.  They can be described as less enculturated, flattened out or moulded.  This way of 

relating to culture implies degree - placed on a continuum that ranges from relative acceptance of the culture 

to relative detachment from it. 
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 xvi)   Imperfections of the Self-Actualiser 

  Maslow (1970) emphasised the humanness of the self-actualiser.  However, he stressed that 

weaknesses and failings are seen as a consequence of being homosapien rather than due to pathology.  

Maslow (1970a) stated clearly there is no such thing as the perfect being.  He confirmed the subjects he 

studied showed many minor human failings.  He found them to be sometimes silly, wasteful or thoughtless.  

They could also be boring, stubborn and irritating.  They were by no means free from a rather superficial 

vanity, pride, and partiality.  He expanded, asserting that they also had temper outbursts.  In illustrating his 

assertions, he described a woman who was married to someone she did not love.  When she decided on 

divorce, she did it with such decisiveness that it looked ruthless.  Maslow found, “Some recover so quickly 

from the death of someone close as to seem heartless” (Maslow, 1970, p.175).  Maslow (1970b) reminded 

us that self-actualisers are very strong people.  This makes it possible for them to display a surgical 

ruthlessness and coldness when called for.  Another example is a man who found that a long-trusted 

acquaintance was dishonest and cut off from his friendship abruptly and without any observable pangs.  In 

the average population, our wish for perfection, and our guilt and shame about shortcomings are projected 

onto others and we demand much more from the self-actualiser than they give.  We make people, including 

the psychologically healthy, into unreal projections rather than the robust, hearty individuals they are.  

  During times of intense concentration, the self-actualiser may become absent-minded and sullen, 

forgetting politeness.  In such circumstances they show themselves more clearly as disinterested in 

conversation; they may use language or behave in a way that may be distressing, shocking, insulting or 

even hurtful to others.  Another imperfection is that kindness can lead the self-actualiser into marrying out 

of pity, getting too closely involved with neurotics or unhappy people, being regretful or encouraging 

‘parasites’ (Maslow, 1970a).  In respect of their view of their self, the self-actualiser is not free of guilt, 

anxiety, sadness, self-castigation, internal strife and conflict.  However, these emotions arise out of non-

neurotic sources, which is of little consequence to those who think them unhealthy for this reason.  In 

summary, the self-actualiser manages, on a chronic basis, to fulfil their individual ego needs and form a 

stable identity. 

Until the late 1960’s when Maslow gave his presentation of “The Farther Reaches” (1969a), he 

theorised that self-actualisation was the height of development, which, in his view, was indicated by 

characteristics just described.  However, toward the end of his life, he postulated additions to his theory to 

include self-transcendence.  In attaining the level of self-actualisation, Maslow described the development 

of the ego; the person is able to develop their self, largely focusing on their own needs.  However, his later 

work (1971) included the concept of self-transcendence which the researcher has included, as it offers an 

opportunity to explore, within the psychobiographical paradigm, whether Branson has not only attained self-

actualisation, but managed, at least at some level, to transcend his self (Appendix C, p. 231). 

3.5.3   Transcendence 
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 Without going beyond his own nature, one can achieve ultimate wisdom (Lao Tzu) (1958, p. 46). 

    In his last work, published posthumously in 1971, Maslow, who was involved in the 

development of Transpersonal Psychology, proposed that some self-actualisers are able to transcend their 

self and experience something beyond – effectively, in Maslow’s view, creating two qualities of self-

actualisation.  Maslow ( 1971, P.264) described how: “I have recently found it more useful to differentiate 

between two kinds (degrees) of self-actualisers, those who were healthy, but with little or no transcendence 

experiences, and those in whom transcendent experiencing was important and even central”. Maslow 

(1971.p.269) referred to transcendence as “the very highest and most inclusive or holistic level of human 

consciousness, behaving and relating, as ends rather than means, to one-self, significant others, humans 

in general, to other species, to nature, and to the cosmos”.  

  Originally, Maslow (1943a) thought that Being-cognition was the province of self-actualisation, 

although in a very paradoxical way.  Maslow asserted how experiences often led the individual to transcend 

the personal concerns of the very self that was being actualised.  As Maslow (1961, 1996b, p. 117) put it: 

As he gets to be more purely and singly himself he is more able to fuse with the world, with what 

was formerly not-self; for example, the lovers come closer to forming a unit rather than two people, 

the I-Thou monism becomes more possible, the creator becomes one with his work being created, 

the mother feels one with her child.  That is, the greatest attainment of identity, autonomy, or 

selfhood is itself simultaneously a transcending of itself, a going beyond and above selfhood.  The 

person can then become relatively egoless. 

Maslow concluded (1961, 1996b, p. 125): 

I wish to underscore one main paradox, even if we don’t understand it.  The goal of identity seems 

to be simultaneously an end-goal in itself, and also a transitional goal, a rite of passage, a step 

along the path to the transcendence of identity.  This is like saying its function is to erase itself.  Put 

the other way around, if our goal is the Eastern one of ego-transcendence and obliteration, of 

leaving behind self-consciousness and self-observation… then it looks as if the best path for most 

people is via achieving identity, a strong real self, and via basic-need-gratification. 

Maslow (1996b, p.31) came to think, therefore, that “self-actualisation is not enough” for a full picture of the 

optimally developed being.  He concluded one could be self-actualising and “healthy”, yet not experience 

Being-cognition, which characterises certain peak/mystical/transcendent experiences.  Those who were 

satisfied with self-actualisation without Being-cognition were, according to Maslow, at a lower stage of 

motivational development than those seeking experiences of Being-cognition. 

  According to Koltko-Rivera (2006), Maslow (1969a) amended his model, placing self-

transcendence as a motivational step beyond self-actualisation, but due to his premature death in 1970, 

did not get a chance to publish the amendment into his formal theoretical paradigm.  Koltko-Rivera (2006, 
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p. 306) asserted that “the textbook version of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is seriously inaccurate as a 

reflection of Maslow’s later formulation of theory”.   

  Maslow reasoned that the healthy, fully developed person is characterised not by egocentric, selfish 

behaviour, but by transcendence of others opinions.  Maslow specifically used the term transcendence to 

differentiate this kind of person from the dichotomisation of self and the environment, stating that it is a 

person freed from the “dichotomous way of thinking,” (Maslow, 1968, p.180).  According to Maslow (1968, 

1973) a healthy personality, while including success in appropriate coping behaviour involving mastery and 

competence, must include a point where the individual is freed from environmental influence, specifically 

from the way that environment impacts on their personal development.  The world is viewed differently – 

not as a dichotomous, different, separate, individual, but as an interdependent unit (Frick, 1989; Maslow, 

1968).  The person becomes autonomous, ruled by the laws of their own character. Transcended people 

are guided from within; relying on their inner voices to develop values and rules for living (Maslow, 1968).  

At this level, the individual’s needs are, to a great extent, put aside, in favour of service to others and to 

some higher force or cause conceived as being outside the personal self.  Although culture is an important 

growth component, Maslow asserted one needed to become independent of context or such forces could 

distort the way one sees the world in that such a person can only identify themselves as the culture around 

them prescribes (Maslow, 1968; 1973a).  According to Maslow, unhealthy people eventually perceive 

people from other cultures through the prism allowed by their own culture.   Maslow asserted that self-

transcenders, however, are able to transcend their culture without being alienated from it.  Without distortion 

of their own cultural identity or developing crippling insecurity, transcenders can identify with various people, 

different groups, entities, causes and nationalities.  Maslow described this as an ability to obtain a unitive 

consciousness (1964, 1968).  Unitive consciousness was expressed by Maslow (1968) as trans-human, 

centred in the cosmos rather than in needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity and self-

actualisation.  Maslow referred to an expansion of peak experiences in which we gain insight into a deeper 

level of existence.     

  The worldview specifically affected by Maslow’s self-transcendence is one’s purpose, allowing for 

a richer conceptualisation of the meaning of life and one’s purpose in the world.  The person finds meaning 

by connecting their life’s journey and happiness to the condition of others, regardless of race, sex, country, 

or religion.  At the level of Maslow’s self-transcendence, the person is able to effect lasting change in the 

world (1971).  Maslow concluded that he found as many transcenders among businessmen, industrialists, 

managers, educators and politicians as he had among the professionally “religious’, the poets, intellectuals, 

musicians, and others who are supposed to be transcenders and are officially labelled so: 

…Any minister will talk transcendence even if he hasn’t got the slightest inkling of what it feels like.  
And most industrialists will carefully conceal their idealism, their meta-motivations, and their 
transcendent experiences under a mask of “toughness’, “realism,” selfishness”…Their more real 
meta-motivations are often not repressed but only suppressed, and he had sometimes found it 
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quite easy to break through the protective surface by very direct confrontations and questions 
(Maslow, 1971, p.276). 

Inclusion of self-transcendence at the top of the needs’ hierarchy therefore seems to be a more 

accurate reflection of Maslow’s theory and there are benefits by doing so.  The construct of self-

transcendence as a motivational status provides “a means to a deeper understanding of other important 

constructs and builds bridges between bodies of theory that are currently isolated.  Incorporating self-

transcendence into Maslow’s theory can therefore help psychology develop a better grasp of how different 

people and cultures construe the meaning of life” (Kotlo-Rivera, 2006, p.313).  Thus, we can view 

development as expansive, not restricted to the ‘I’ in the world, to satisfying individual ego, intrapsychic 

needs, but to our ability to reach a state where we can transcend materialism into a meaningful journey 

through life.  To the extent that, on reflection, we have made a sustainable footprint after we have gone.   

3.6   Empirical and Theoretical Criticism of Maslow’s Theory 

   Criticisms have emanated from various sources within and outside the field of psychology.  Analysts 

have discovered flaws, exceptions and counter-evidence despite which, the theory has remained popular, 

both within psychology, and in the business sector wherein Maslow’s work has been widely implemented.  

The central concerns and criticisms are now presented. 

3.6.1   Eclecticism 

  A criticism has been that Maslow did not succeed in developing a consistent and integrated eclectic 

theory (Ewen, 1980).  Maslow counter-argued, asserting his mission was not to create, or claim to have 

developed, an eclectic theory.  He merely accepted the potential existence of other theorists’ constructs 

that imply the structural division of personality, whilst he was against dissection of the psyche from his own 

perspective (Ewen, 1980).  In effect, it is this tolerance of the possible validity of alternative theoretical 

positions that has labelled him as having failed at eclecticism.   

3.6.2   Categorisation and Hierarchy of Needs 

   Maslow initially argued a starving person would “willingly surrender his need for self-respect to stay 

alive”, but as soon as he is able to provide for his physiological needs, he will no longer trade his self-

respect for food (Hoffman, 1988, p. 154).  Maslow further postulated that those accustomed to prolonged 

starvation are partially enabled to withstand deprivation (Maslow, 1943b).  Maslow later asserted that 

chronic deprivation can lead to increased psychological vulnerability, and in the 1970 version of his theory 

made an extremely strong case for the impact of frustration of basic needs, particularly during the early 

years.  Maslow (1970a) proposed that people who experienced extreme emotional and/or physical 

deprivation early in life may be permanently damaged in terms of social, esteem, and self-actualisation 

needs, and develop coping mechanisms in the face of ongoing stressors.  To this end, a person may 

disconnect from the higher needs, since they may seem hopelessly out of reach.  Secondly, those starved 

of love and care as infants may have lost the desire and ability to give and receive affection.  People with 
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a traumatic attachment history may not engage in the same process of moving up the hierarchy of needs 

as the lower needs become satisfied (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980, 1988; Maslow, 1943b). 

  Maslow (1943a) cautioned against strategies modelling higher human needs (such as love and 

self-esteem) on physiological drives.  He specifically stated that hunger was not the ideal paradigm on 

which to model a theory of human motivation from a practical or theoretical perspective (Maslow, 1943a).  

Rather, he argued it is imperative to observe human behaviour under normal conditions in order to develop 

a generally applicable theory undistorted by extreme environments (1970b).  He went on to argue that 

because most behaviour is motivated to a certain extent, it is a relevant area for scientific inquiry.   In his 

Preface to Motivation Theory, Maslow argued that it is almost impossible to separate the drives because 

multiple overlapping motivations exist simultaneously (1943a).  A person may eat because of hunger, fear, 

loneliness, or due to seeking pleasure or self-esteem, or for all those reasons.  One should, therefore, 

consider needs and motivations holistically, replete with nuances and interrelationships between different 

needs, desires and behaviours.   

  According to Maslow’s model, once a particular need is satisfied, other needs emerge: while food-

seeking is a primary motivation of the chronically hungry person, the chronically gratified person is not 

motivated by basic needs.  Contrarily, empirical studies show scant support for the concept of gratification 

as a direct motivator for human behaviour (Hall and Nougaim, 1968; Lawler and Suttle, 1972; Trexler and 

Schuh, 1969; Wofford, 1971).  Maslow’s theory has therefore only been partially borne out by empirical 

studies; gratification was supported as an important concept in the motivation of behaviour, but there is no 

clear hierarchy or order in which needs appear to become predominant.  Two longitudinal studies provided 

the most appropriate methodology and strongest overarching framework to analyse the dynamic and multi-

layered subject of human motivation and needs (Hall and Hougaim, 1968; Lawler and Suttle, 1972).  These 

studies indicate no support for the gratification mechanism for the emergence of higher-level needs.  

Indeed, two additional studies found evidence to contradict Maslow’s proposition that gratification leads to 

the pre-potency of higher-level needs (Trexler and Schuh, 1964; Wofford, 1971).   

  The role of gratification, in the emergence of higher needs appears to be the weakest conceptual 

link in Maslow’s theory, because it is easily refutable through behaviour observation.  Maslow understood 

the problem inherent in his assertions.  Need or satisfaction seeking does not motivate a significant 

proportion of human behaviour.  Maslow offered the example of a person who has finished dinner: the 

person is no longer hungry “nevertheless ice cream is gladly eaten where bread or soup or potatoes may 

be entirely refused” (cited in Hoffman, 1988, p.56).  Similarly, physiological needs may be ignored or be 

secondary to higher needs such as social acceptance.  For example, when a teenager is hungry but her 

friends are not, she may delay eating.  A person, even though hungry, may delay gratification rather than 

risk the financial or social consequences of ceasing work to eat based solely on physiological urges.  A 

satiated person buys groceries, indicating the sated hunger drive is still an active determinant of behaviour 
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even while the need is latent.  This logic may be applied to other needs: people who make new friends 

though they have a strong social network. 

  Ultimately, research has supported a broadly defined categorisation of human needs: lower needs 

including physiological and basic safety, and higher needs including socialisation, identity, cognitive 

development, self-actualisation and growth (Alderfer, 1966, 1969; Friedlander, 1965).  But there was no 

consistent support across studies for the overall needs classification.  Self-actualisation, however, emerged 

as an independent factor in some studies (Alderfer, 1966, 1969; Friedlander, 1963).  This appears to be 

the most salient positive research finding from Wahba and Bridwell’s (1987) meta-analysis; even when 

Maslow’s needs did not emerge through factor analysis, a need related to actualising one’s potential 

emerged consistently across studies.   

  Maslow went further, asserting that when a need is chronically satiated, it may be taken for granted 

(Maslow, 1943b).  Children who grow up surrounded by great wealth, for example, and who are well-loved 

may undervalue their family and children who are never in danger forget how it feels to be threatened.  In 

this way, sated needs may not fit the model well.  However, Maslow added a second way in which 

chronically satisfied people may not fit the model.  People who have been satisfied, particularly early in life, 

seem to “develop exceptional power to withstand present or future thwarting of these needs simply because 

they have strong, healthy character structure as a result of basic satisfaction “….it is just the ones who have 

loved and been well loved, and who have had many deep friendships who can hold out against hatred, 

rejection or persecution” (Maslow, 1943b, 1970).  There is a paradox inherent in this assertion in that those 

whose needs have been consistently satisfied can be shocked when basic needs are suddenly deprived 

and may display more distress that their more resilient counterparts. 

  The process by which needs are satisfied and new needs emerge is therefore not as clear-cut in 

real life as described in Maslow’s theory.  For example, Wahba and Bridwell (1987) found no evidence in 

their analysis of over a dozen studies that higher needs emerge because lower needs are satiated.  Maslow 

was careful in his original theoretical proposal, however, that lower needs do not have to be perfectly 

satisfied in order for higher needs to emerge.  Needs may be partially or fairly-well satisfied when higher 

needs begin to dominate behaviour, and multiple needs may motivate behaviour at once.  Maslow 

acknowledged behaviour is usually multi-motivated, as most are never completely satisfied in all (or even 

most) needs.  A model that takes into account the overlapping and cyclical nature of needs, satisfaction, 

and frustration may therefore be better-suited to describe motivation. 

3.6.3   Cultural Relativism 

  Maslow initially asserted we are fundamentally shaped by culture and must be viewed contextually.  

Through his anthropological fieldwork with Blackfoot Indians, however, he changed his mind, becoming a 

proponent of universalism that is exemplified by his construction of human needs.  Maslow (1943b) 

proclaimed anthropological evidence indicates the fundamental desires of all humans do not differ as much 



49 

 

  

as their everyday conscious desires, which are more overtly shaped by culture and circumstance.  However, 

Maslow was conscious that his theory could not be extrapolated to every culture, person, or circumstance: 

“no claim is made that it is ultimate or universal for all cultures” (Maslow, 1943b, p. 15).  He insisted his aim 

was not a definitive list of desires for all cultures which he acknowledged is not possible nor productive 

(Maslow, 1943b). 

  Maslow (1943b, 1970b) balanced an overarching sense of universalism among the basic needs 

with an understanding of how culture and social experiences shape the manifestations of the more universal 

human needs underlying them.  Physiological needs can be considered universal as they are based on 

shared biological realities.  The manner in which those needs are expressed, met, and responded to would 

be culturally determined.  As Maslow proposed, “Certain drives there are, and satisfied they will be, 

regardless of the governmental, economic, and social taboos extant at the time” (Maslow cited in Hoffman, 

1988, p. 73).  While environment influences the manifestation or relative importance, the underlying needs 

are common across cultures.  Culture and environment influence the relative prepotency of different needs.  

The higher needs are culturally dependent and vary in terms of the value of the individual or social group, 

which may reverse the hierarchy between love and esteem.  Later in life, Maslow qualified his position on 

universalism relative to self-actualisation, saying, “I have been studying self-actualisation via autonomy as 

if it were the only path.  But this is quite Western, and even American” an orientation (Maslow cited in 

Hoffman, 1988, p. 243).  Maslow’s theory of motivation, while useful and commonly applied to broad 

populations, may not, therefore, be universally useful or valid.  It is necessary to formulate a model that 

takes cultural factors into account whilst maintaining broad generalisability and applicability. 

  Despite these assertions, Maslow cautioned against focusing solely on extrinsic factors such as 

culture or the environment, suggesting a humanistic view of motivation (Maslow, 1943a, 1943b; 1970a).  

He was concerned that a preoccupation with culture would lead to devolution of motivation theory, warning 

that unless we relinquish our search for understanding of the person in favour of understanding the world 

around him, we must continue to place the universal features of experience as primary in the development 

of motivation theory, and consideration of cultural and situational analysis as supporting but secondary 

components of human behaviour (Maslow, 1970b).  The integration of an ecological framing for Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs could therefore bolster the cultural responsiveness and allow for flexibility in the 

construction of locally relevant models of human needs. 

3.6.4   Research Design 

  There are significant conceptual, methodological and measurement problems with the existing 

research on motivation theory (Adler, 1977; Beer, 1966; Graham and Balloun, 1973; Heylinghenl, 1998; 

Wahba and Bridwell, 1987).  Each study reviewed defined and operationalised Maslow’s terms differently, 

used different instruments, and had significant methodological limitations.  One problem was that Maslow’s 

theory was clinically derived using the individual as a unit of analysis, but most studies aggregated to the 
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group level.  Additionally, Maslow’s theory is based on causal logic: the satisfaction of lower needs cause 

the emergence of higher needs.  Because most of the studies were correlational in design, it is not possible 

to investigate causal relationships through these methods and claims should be subject to scepticism.  Later 

studies were conducted in the business sector with managers focused on satisfaction with their current job.  

These situation-specific analyses do not provide a representational sample from which to make broad 

claims about the validity of the theory (Trexler and Schuh, 1969). 

None of the studies included observable behaviour, and most used self-report to collect data.  Self-

reporting is known to be a questionable method for behaviour analysis, as motivation may occur at the 

subconscious level, and it would be difficult to accurately report motivations about which one is consciously 

unaware.  Some conscious wishes or goals are in conflict with unconscious desires, and it is not uncommon 

for desires and behaviours to deviate dramatically from one another.  Maslow noted the relationship 

between conscious desire and the ultimate unconscious aim that underlies may not be direct, and the 

relationship may be inverse, as in reaction formations (Maslow, 1943a).  It is therefore necessary to include 

self-report and observations to test Maslow’s theory, since to include one or the other could constrict and 

therefore invalidate the results. Though Maslow’s observations have been regarded as insightful, his data 

did not meet scientific standards.  When Maslow (1970) reported that self-actualised people do not rebel 

against authority, for example, he did not say (as required to meet scientific standards), how many people 

in his research sample showed this characteristic and for what periods of their lives. 

Because he did not develop rigorous methods to study his motivation theory, scientific interest in 

his work is minimal.  Researchers who attempted to test Maslow’s theory drew negative conclusions. What 

would be useful is to study longitudinally a group of adults to show changes in a comprehensive range of 

motives in the same group.  This design would compare the same person at different ages.    

  To alleviate the methodological issues, in the quantitative realm, continued scientific rigour and 

operational precision is required.  Important methodological considerations must be incorporated into future 

design, including the crucial issue of operationalised definitions for key terms.  Many researchers echo the 

concern that the variables must be clearly defined and definitions publicly available to those who aim to 

incorporate the new study’s findings into a larger synthesis (Adler, 1977; Berkowitz 1969; Cofer and Appley, 

1964; Deci, 1975; Wahba and Bridwell, 1976).  Regarding qualitative research, case studies and qualitative 

methods should be employed to provide the phenomenological perspective. Indeed, Maslow hoped future 

researchers would investigate the validity of his theory through research and practice.  The current study is 

in keeping with Maslow’s recommendation pertaining to qualitative research. 

  Maslow did not claim to write the ultimate theory on motivation; he intended to continue working on 

it, and hoped others would further test and develop his ideas.  Maslow hoped to inspire others to investigate 

and elucidate some of the relationships he did not have the space to address in his research.  Maslow 

identified the problem of values in any definitive motivation theory and the redefinition of motivational 
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concepts (such as drive, desire, wish, goal, etc.). Maslow stressed the need for more research into the 

implications of his theory for psychotherapy, interpersonal relations, the connection between needs and 

cultural patterns, and theories of society.  He also brought up the principle of success and failure in need-

satisfaction-seeking behaviour, aspiration level, and uncompleted (contemplated) acts in the development 

of motivated behaviour.   

3.6.5   Implications for Society and Social Welfare 

  Maslow’s theory has been criticised as it appears to over-emphasise the individual’s well-being and 

need gratification, underestimating the importance of society, culture and the physical environment (Huit, 

2001).  Maslow later regretted this emphasis.  On further consideration, Maslow thought the theory did not 

contain sufficient references to social harmony or benefit to the larger group as motivators of behaviour.  

He worried that his theory was invoking justification of hedonistic and selfish behaviour to the detriment of 

society, and was consumed with remedying the fallout from this misguided application of his principles.  

Despite the changing political climates in which Maslow worked for nearly forty years, he always maintained 

the vision that his theories would be used to improve the human condition.  During World War II, Maslow 

began to apply his theory of self-actualisation to the task of improving conditions in the world.  In keeping 

with this intention, Maslow mused in his unpublished writings about the “good society”, asking himself: “How 

do we move forward toward a good society? What is a good society” (Maslow, 1996a, p.72).  Answering 

his own questions, Maslow explained the good society “can be defined in terms of its ability to provide 

basic-need gratifications for its members….the good society as that which makes possible self-actualistion 

for its members” (Maslow, 1996a, p. 84-85, italics in original).  He further commented that “any social 

system, however good or noble its set of laws, ultimately must rest on good people” (Maslow, 1996a, p.151, 

italics in original).  If people are not preoccupied with securing food and shelter, or seeking safety in a 

dangerous neighbourhood, they could be focused on developing social relationships, self-esteem and skills 

and processes of self-actualisation.  Maslow coined a set of terms relating to the idealised society, calling 

it “Eupsychia”.  Maslow also wrote about “Eupsychian” actions that move toward psychological health and 

improvement: these actions are undertaken in the service of creating the conditions for Eupsychia.  Maslow 

posited that if a society took individual and idiosyncratic differences seriously, society must be pluralistic in 

nature “a smorgasbord of many kinds of life from which to choose in accordance with one’s own bent and 

taste” (Maslow, 1979, p. 1248).  This type of society would be flexible enough to provide for the needs of 

diverse individuals, families and communities.  Given the diversity of needs and personalities in a given 

community, Maslow noted that “individual’s interest and those of their team, organisation, culture or society 

may be at odds” (Maslow, 1996a, p. 32). He wondered about the cost, and how much responsibility the 

self-actualising person in society should take for those who are struggling with basic needs (Maslow, 1996a, 

p. 31).  It can be asserted, despite this criticism, that Maslow attempted to traverse this schism by adding 

the concept of transcendence into his theory, though this was never formalized due to his untimely death 

(1970b).  Maslow acknowledged in his later work that the person can attain optimality through an integration 
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of the self and environment, thus creating an interesting assertion that the person is both fully developed 

individually whilst at the same time fully integrated within the world and all that it contains. 

  Maslow has contributed significantly to modern social welfare: the concept of optimal development 

revolutionised the prevailing opinions about human nature in the social sciences and popular culture.  

Because of the paradoxes inherent in human nature, a directional model based on a predetermined 

hierarchy is inadequate as a theory of motivation.  The complex interrelationships between the 

psychological, developmental, personal and situational factors, social networks, the historical context, and 

the ecological environment must be integrated to create a broad and flexible model of human needs that is 

responsive to all factors that impact motivation of behaviour.  The hypothesis that gratification is the means 

through which higher needs emerge has been contested in the social science literature, but further research 

is needed to address the true mechanisms of need prepotency (Hall and Nougaim, 1968; Lawler and Suttle, 

1972; Trexler and Schuh, 1964; Wofford, 1971). 

  In concert with other humanistic works, a more positive paradigm of development has been created.  

Ultimately, whilst the theory may be limited in some ways, it continues to provide a valuable framework for 

social work research, policy and practice.  Maslow’s concept of optimality could, at a macro level, be useful 

in working toward a better-performing society populated by more highly functioning individuals.  

It is important to include empirical studies on Maslow’s (1954, 1970) theory in order to validate or 

invalidate his conceptualization of personality maturity, and to include other studies examining health.  It 

should be noted, however, that this is but a brief overview of studies accessed by the researcher and is by 

no means a comprehensive explication. 

3.7   Empirical Studies Testing Maslow’s Theory of Motivation  

Compared to the other areas of psychology, empirical studies of mature development of personality 

has generated relatively little research.  The sparseness of empirical studies may be due to the marginalised 

position of humanistic psychology as a whole, the lack of research funding, and the fact that it seems there 

are but a few graduate programmes offering support for relevant research projects.  Nonetheless, the 

researcher presents some findings that either confirm aspects of, or disconfirm Maslow’s view of optimality:  

     Lester, Hvezda, Sullivan and Plourde (1983) devised a 50-item scale to measure the level of satisfaction 

of Maslow’s (1954, 1970) classification of basic needs: Physiological, safety and security, belongingness, 

esteem and self-actualisation.  Lester et al (1983) found that the greater the satisfaction of these five basic 

needs in a sample of college undergraduates, the lower the scores on a measure of neuroticism and belief 

in an external locus of control. (Lester, et al, 2013). 

Strong and Fiebert (1987) developed a test which intended “to assess Maslow’s need hierarchy” 

(p. 494), which paired statements from two needs at a time and asking respondents which was more 

important to them on a scale of 0 to 100.  For example “Being respected by friends and co-workers” (esteem 
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need) vs “Being spontaneous and open to new experiences” (self-actualisation need).  It was found the two 

scales to assess Maslow’s hierarchy of needs measured different constructs.  Looking at the wording, 

Lester et al’s (1983) scale assessed the extent to which the five needs are satisfied in the respondents, 

whereas the Strong and Fiebert scale measures how important each need is to the respondent, and this 

difference in wording may account for the lack of construct similarity for the two scales.   

No support was found for Maslow’s hypothesis that psychological health is associated with the level 

of satisfaction of the five basic needs.  Four of the needs were not significantly associated with mania or 

depression scores, and the association between satisfaction of safety needs and depression was opposite 

to that predicted.  Further, the study was limited to the use of female psychology students, and the sample 

size limited.  Further research is therefore needed to develop reliable and valid measures of the concepts 

related to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. (Lester, 2013). 

Several theorists have also examined stage development for particular aspects of personality; 

Kohlberg (1969) discussed moral development, Fowler (1981) explored the stages of faith, and Basseches 

(1984) wrote of cognitive development after formal operations in the neo-Piagetian tradition.  However, the 

most significant amount of research accumulated in regard to self-actualisation theory is Loevinger’s (1976) 

development of the SCT (Sentence Completion Test), which has allowed for the operationalisation and 

assessment of higher stages of development. Loevinger’s (1976) theory of ego development significantly 

contributed to the post-Piagetian attempt to capture personality as a whole.  Her theory conceives of the 

ego as a “master trait” that integrates emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal aspects of functioning.  She 

defined an ego stage as a frame of reference the individual uses to interpret life experiences.  Further 

reading of her conceptualization can be found in Loevinger (1976).  The theory consists of nine stages of 

personality development, the latter being equated to Maslow’s (1970) definition of self-actualisation 

(Pfaffenberger, 2007, p. 282).  Ultimately, what Loevinger found significant in development to the highest 

ego stages includes a number of factors, including dispositional personality traits, willingness to actively 

engage with challenging life events and restructuring of one’s worldview.  Also, she concluded, exposure 

to specific types of education, and possibly psychotherapy, play a role.  Further, high motivation and 

achievement may be influential, though their effects remain insufficiently understood (Pfaffenberger, 2007, 

p. 276).  

Not surprisingly, in a study by Eron, Huesmann, Brice, Fischer & Mermelstein (1983), support was 

found for the idea that motivation changes as adults mature.  The general decline in physical functioning 

with advancing age may explain the finding that eating, romance and physical exercise are less prepotent 

for older versus younger adults.  The findings that the young are more vengeful, suggesting a greater 

tendency to fight or compete, is consistent with previous finding that aggression declines when adults grow 

older.  The finding regarding power may be a bit counterintuitive, because it suggests younger people are 

more motivated to lead than older people even though they are presumably less qualified.  Because the 

desire to lead is correlated with ambition and the desire for status is correlated with the desire for wealth 
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(Reiss, 2000), the results regarding power and status motivation may suggest aging is associated with a 

general decline in motivation for career success.  Honour, family and idealism were shown to be more 

prepotent for older adults.  As interpreted by Reiss (2000), honour is the motive that connects people to 

their parents, ancestors, and heritage; family is the motive that connects parents to their children; and 

idealism is the motive that connects people to their society or community 

Other noteworthy studies include the dissertation of Cook-Greuter (1999); Alexander Heaton, and 

Chandler’s (1994) inquiry into meditation, and Torbert’s study of educational interventions (Pfaffenberger, 

2005).  However, it remains an insufficiently understood phenomenon why so few achieve advanced stages 

of development and how this can be changed. 

The studies of Debats (1999) and King (2001), which inquired into the nature of existential 

concerns, psychological health and personality development, are also worthy of mentioning.  Debats (1999) 

combined quantitative and qualitative methods that inquired into sources of meaning in the lives of young 

adults.  She found participants were primarily oriented toward fulfilling relational needs in addition to being 

concerned with issues of livelihood and professional identiy.  Other-directed service was largely absent, 

confirming Maslow’s theory that generative concerns emerge in midlife, after more immediate, need-based 

issues have been addressed.  Debats also found that lack of meaning interacts with psychopathology, 

leaving the question about the directionality of this effect unanswered.  Based on her findings, she cogently 

argued that the perception of purposes and goals does not impart vitality and meaning, but that the level of 

commitment and active engagement with the perceived goals are the crucial factors.  This theory seems to 

confirm Maslow’s theory of psychological maturation.  During his research on motivation, Maslow (1954, 

1970) acknowledged that difficult circumstances can be growth enhancing. 

 A study by King (2001) investigated the influence of challenging and limiting life events on 

personality development as measured by Loevinger’s (1976) Sentence Completion Test (SCT), by enrolling 

research participants who lived through difficult times such as having a child born with Downs Syndrome.  

King found the occurrence of difficulty in itself is not associated with growth.  Rather, accommodation and 

gains in maturity resulted when individuals not only experienced events as difficult, but also saw them as 

challenging to their worldview.  The author suggested this active engagement with difficulties resulted in 

the emergence of new personality structures that lead to higher ego states.  King proposed we are 

motivated by a desire to experience positive states of wellbeing, prompting cognitively restructuring 

negative events meaningfully, thereby contributing to growth.  This research allows for the conclusion that 

cognitive abilities and personality structures interact with life circumstances, and the nature of this 

interaction is relevant to whether growth occurs (Pfaffenberger, 2016). Based on this study, we can say that 

for advanced psychological development, as conceptualised by Maslow (1971), the underlying cognitive 

structures are more complex and dynamic than has been explicated in psychological research.   
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Research since Maslow’s conclusion that “ … we could never understand fully the need for love no 

matter how much we might know about the hunger drive” (1970, p. 21), has lent support to the notion of 

multiple motivational and learning systems, showing that systems controlling human food preferences, food 

aversions, fears, and other motivations operate using different rules and that they are sometimes controlled 

by architecturally distinct areas of the brain (e.g. Barret & Kurzban, 2006; Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; Garcia 

& Koelling, 1966’ Ohman & Mineka, 2001; Pinker, 1994; Sherry & Schater, 1987; Wilcoxon, Dragoin & Dral, 

(1971) (Kenrick, Griskevicius, Neuberg and Schaller (2010) perspectives on psychological science 5(3) 

292-314).   

Contemporary research by Tay & Diener (2011) has tested Maslow’s theory by analyzing the data 

of 60,865 participants from 123 countries, representing every major region of the world. The survey was 

conducted from 2005 to 2010.  Respondents answered questions about six needs that closely resemble 

those in Maslow's model: basic needs (food, shelter); safety; social needs (love, support); respect; mastery; 

and autonomy. They also rated their well-being across three discrete measures: life evaluation (a person's 

view of his or her life as a whole), positive feelings (day-to-day instances of joy or pleasure), and negative 

feelings (everyday experiences of sorrow, anger, or stress).  

The results of the study support the view that universal human needs appear to exist regardless 

of cultural differences. However, the ordering of the needs within the hierarchy was not correct.   

"Although the most basic needs might get the most attention when you don't have them," Diener explains, 

"you don't need to fulfill them in order to get benefits [from the others]." Even when we are hungry, for 

instance, we can be happy with our friends. "They're like vitamins," Diener says about how the needs 

work independently. "We need them all." Tay, L., & Diener, E. (2011).  

A significant study by Wahba and Bridwell (1976) reviewed people in the workplace, concluding 

that “some of Maslow’s propositions are totally rejected, while others receive mixed and questionable 

support at best” (p.233).  Wahba and Bridwell (1976) asserted the relationship between self-actualisation 

and productivity be established as this is directly relevant to the utility of the theory for the industrial situation.  

Also in the context of industry, Hall and Nougaim (1968) found no support for Maslow’s theory in a 

longitudinal study of managers, whilst Cofer and Appley’s study (1964) found Maslow’s theory “receives 

little clear or consistent support” (p.684). 

In terms of the industrial context, overall studies reveal much doubt in respect of some of the 

theory’s most basic hypothesis.  For example, it has been shown that the rank order of the needs could 

well differ from culture to culture, while the dynamic nature of the need hierarchy has not always been 

supported.  Consequently, a conservative conclusion, made both implicitly and explicitly by many authors 

(including Maslow himself) is that far more research is required before any firm conclusions about the 

applicability of the theory in industry is advanced, particularly as both the methodology and measurement 

techniques used to refute the theory, are questionable.  Should the theory nonetheless be found to be 
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applicable in the work situation, its implementation would still be problematic because of the lack of 

operational definitions for the industrial situation. In its present form, it is not amenable to empirical research 

as the application thereto was not one of Maslow’s original intentions (Hill, 1974).   

Despite Greenberg & Baron’s (2003) study, in which they found relevance in applying to 

organizational orientation and employee motivation, most available studies do not conclusively support the 

utility and applicability of the theory within or for the industrial and organizational context.  Indeed, the 

contention (e.g. Hill, 1974; Wahba & Bridwell, 1976) that Maslow’s theory is a general theory of motivation, 

rather than a theory of work motivation, although conservative, seem justified.  Should future research 

continue to fail to provide support for such an application, it is nonetheless appropriate to state that Maslow’s 

theory has proved beneficial by stimulating considerable interest and research regarding work motivation.  

For example, a number of approaches to work motivation (e.g. McGregor’s theory X Theory Y fomulations 

(1960); Hall and Nougaim’s career stages model (1968); and Aldefer’s ERG Theory (1969) are the result 

of the attempt to apply Maslow’s theory, whilst others (e.g. Argyris, 1964; and Schein, 1965) have been 

influenced to some extent by Maslow’s motivation theory (Barling, J. (1977), p.20). 

   A major issue in the research arena is that most studies were carried out by researchers with no 

alliance with humanistic personality theory.  The projects usually emphasised a variable-centred as 

opposed to a person-centred view within a quantitative design.  Consequently, important aspects have 

been neglected, such as the fact that Loevinger’s test is a method that does not grasp the whole person; 

instead relying on the interpretation of verbal material.  Some initial thoughts on future research follows. 

3.8 Future Research on Maslow’s Theory 

Imperative is that we have to consider that the process of optimality is idiosyncratic.  Resultantly, 

the achievement of advanced stages of development may require a departure from social norms and be 

facilitated through a deeply personal exploration, such as the current study of Branson.  In emphasising 

commonalities in personality characteristics and life events, we obscure uniqueness, thereby hindering a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  If we are looking for a scientific method to 

research Maslow’s conceptualisations, a promising direction for future inquiry lies in fleshing out the 

quantitative data with qualitative observations and methods to gain a better understanding of what 

individuals at higher stages of development are like, what problems they deal with, and what they have to 

say about their own development.  The researcher believes the current study of Branson adds to this 

qualitative, neglected body of knowledge. 

Reflecting on Maslow’s overall contributions, Rennie (2008) argued that Maslow could have done 

more to protect the integrity of his formulation of a need hierarchy which specifies that the satisfaction of 

higher needs is contingent on the lower needs having meet met (Maslow, 1970).  When Rogers (1959) 

made self-actualisation the single motivation governing human behaviour, this formulation was undone, 

and Maslow was seemingly content to let it be, perhaps because of “the rhetorical power its appeal lent to 
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the humanstic psychological movement.  The problem is that because self-actualisation is so appealing, 

the idea that it is the singular motivation has become resistant to challenges such as the astute observation 

made by Mearns and Thorne (2000) that some people are primarily motivated to meet security needs” 

(Rennie, 2008, p. 445).  Rennie (2007) further argued that Maslow was a hermeneuticist without realizing 

it.  Giddens (1976) concurred, asserting that although all science is interpretive, the human sciences are 

double so as their subject matters are made up of the same meaning frames used in the interpretation of 

them. 

Ultimately, it is possible to come to the conclusion that we are not uniquely motivated by our 

material or physiological concerns.  There is something deeper to the human psyche that desires 

connection, self-esteem, knowledge, beauty, and transcendence.  These needs seem to manifest 

themselves even in the most deprived individuals, such as in impoverished communities in South Africa.  

Despite abject poverty, neglect and various social ills, there are those who manage to succeed 

psychologically to lift themselves to pursue self-actualisation and even transcendence goals.  At worst, 

Maslow’s theory predicts that these people do not exist; at best, they are rare exceptions – unexplained by 

the model.  Aldefer (1972), in his assessment of Maslow’s theory, argued for significant modifications in 

Maslow’s hierarchical model of motives.  It is without doubt that Maslow’s theory is helpful in understanding 

some aspects of motivation, but, as with any paradigm, it is not sufficient as a grand theory to explain 

human behaviour. Despite criticism, Maslow’s work continues to have an impact on the study of religion 

(Fuller, 1994), education (Kunc, 1992), and business (Schott, 1992). His long-out of print classic on 

business, Eupsychian Management, has been reprinted as Maslow on Management (Maslow, 1999a). 

Other major works (Maslow, 1994, 1999b) have been reprinted as well. The biography by Hoffman (1999) 

is useful reading as it details Maslow’s life and summarizes his thinking (Hoffman 1999). 

3.9   Relevance of Maslow’s Theory in the Study of Richard Branson 

  Maslow’s theory is appropriate for application in this study for several reasons.  Firstly, it is 

consistent with the epistemological grounding of the psychobiographical approach.  Secondly, it has, as a 

humanistic theory, an emphasis on two important foci in psychobiography:  the study of psychological 

health, and the study of whole personalities (Runyan, 1983).  In addition, Maslow’s theory considers the 

individual in context, a key facet of the psychobiographical approach (Mouton, 1988; Runyan, 1983).  Also, 

Maslow’s heterostatic orientation applies to the psychobiographical approach, with his view of ongoing 

individual striving toward growth providing a developmental perspective valuable in the study of behaviour 

over a period of time (Hjelle & Ziegler, 1976).  Lastly, there is high interest and exploration value in this 

research undertaking.  This is because: a) there is a reported lack of research exploring Maslow’s 

conceptions, which endeavour he encouraged and b) the areas of focus of Maslow’s theory are of particular 

value in society when there is more attention being directed to psychological growth and health (Ryan & 

Deci, 2001).  Notably, Maslow (1996a) argued against psychology’s quest to explain human experience 

completely by developing exhaustive lists of driving motivations.  He postulated that the classification of 
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human motivation should focus on the ultimate goals that humans pursue, rather than on immediate drives.  

This reflects his perspective on universalism and cultural relativism, as he stated that the ultimate goals 

common across cultures should form the basis of motivation theory, as there are various culturally 

contextual paths one can take to accomplish broad goals common across cultural divides (Maslow, 1996b). 

3.11   Relevance of Maslow in Respect of the South African context 

  Maslow’s theory is useful as it speaks to the importance of addressing fundamental human needs 

as a starting point for development at both an individual and societal level.  The theory further highlights 

that we are agents for change in our own lives, as well as responsibility by the government to assist at 

grass roots level with satisfaction of basic needs in order that, at a macro level, the country can lift itself out 

of poverty and inequalities endemic to society. 

3.12   Conclusion 

 This chapter has presented an exploration of the origins and key elements of Maslow’s theoretical 

perspective of optimal personality development.  Maslow’s (1943a) original theory has been expanded, in 

keeping with the later (1970a) additions of the cognitive and aesthetic needs, as well the exciting concept 

of transcendence.  In concluding this chapter, whilst it is important to rigorously critique new and poorly 

operationalised theories, it is academically responsible to apply the same critical standards to existing 

theories, such as those with a more negative view of human nature.  Most likely there is truth and value in 

both orientations, and only through rigorous testing and open-minded criticism will the scientific community 

be able to fully describe the human experience.  Maslow’s theory, despite its criticisms, continues to inform, 

motivate, and challenge scholars in the areas of human development, personality and motivation.  Inclusion 

of the concept of transcendence to Maslow’s formal theory allows for an expansion of the 

psychobiographical study of Branson.  Through Maslow’s (1943a, 1970a) study of healthy personalities, it 

becomes clear that the study of crippled, stunted, immature, and unhealthy individuals can yield only a 

cripple psychology and a cripple philosophy.  The study of healthy people creates a fresh, positive basis 

for a more universal science of psychology, and a belief that we are capable of becoming our idiosyncratic 

best. 
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CHAPTER 4  

ADLER’S THEORY OF INDIVIDUAL PSYCHOLOGY  

4.1  Chapter Preview  

   This chapter forms the second theoretical perspective adopted to explore and describe Branson’s 

personality development.  Individual Psychology, as offered by Adler (1929, 1956), provides a dynamic 

view of the complexities endemic in personality development.  This viewpoint will add an interesting 

dynamic in guiding the conceptualisation of Branson’s development as it proposes a synergy between the 

individual and his or her environment.  Prior to presenting the key concepts and epistemological 

development of Individual Psychology, the cornerstone pillars on which the paradigm is built, is presented.    

4.2  The Healthy Personality  

Alfred Adler (1870 – 1937) has built his theory on certain theoretical building blocks, namely Holism, 

Positive Psychology and Psychology:  

 4.2.1 Holism  

   The concept of Holism was developed by Jan Smuts (1926), who asserted a universal human 

tendency to create natural wholes or wholeness.  The term stresses the unity of the personality, and stands 

in opposition to dualism, determinism and reductionism, as espoused by Behaviourism and the traditional 

schools of thought, including the Psychoanalytical School prevalent in psychology.  The term is itself, 

however, somewhat of a misnomer, as the term expands beyond exclusively focusing on the individual; in 

that our inner functioning as humans is inextricably bound to the unique environments in which we exist.  

The term therefore emphasizes the interdependency of the person and the external world.  In keeping with 

this line of reasoning, Adler proposed we are not passive recipients of nature and environment, but creative 

agents who play active and purposeful roles in our own development (Dreikurs, Ferguson, 2000; Mansager, 

2000; Sperry, 1999).  It can be concluded, therefore, that the psychological health of an individual cannot 

be considered separately from the health of the society in which he or she resides (Ansbacher, 1994). 

 4.2.2 Positive Psychology 

 Adler’s Individual Psychology is aligned with the positive psychology movement, distancing itself 

from the traditional focus on psychopathology and weakness (Snyder & Lopez, 2002).  As an anathema to 

this negative paradigm, Adler emphasized social interest, the capacity for healthy psychological growth, 

and the creative role of individuals in their development.  This refreshing focus on healthy individuals and 

society promotes a balanced perspective.  Indeed, Carlson et al. (2006) pointed out that Adler may be 

considered a forefather of positive psychology, despite the movement having ignored his contributions.  

Critics suggest Adlerian theory might serve the (Positive Psychology) movement better through offering a 

unifying theoretical framework, which is believed to be lacking in his approach (Cowen & Kilmer, 2002). 
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4.2.3 Social Psychology 

Social embeddedness places Individual Psychology firmly in the realm of Social Psychology.  The 

concept of social interest as espoused by Adler, and the emphasis on social adjustment as a barometer of 

mental health, indicates the extent to which Individual Psychology is a social phenomenon.  For example, 

Adler (1958, 1965) asserted that since the style of life of a person is developed at an early stage, it could 

be understood only with reference to a child’s caregiver(s).  A child, he said: “… has interlocking relations 

with the mother and family which could never be understood if we confined our analysis to the periphery of 

the child’s physical being in space” (Adler, 1952, p. 59).  Further, not only is the microcosm of a child 

important, but broader societal conditions impact development either positively or negatively (Adler, 1952, 

1956).  There is thus an interplay between the individual and environment. 

4.3   Epistemological Development of Adler’s Theory 

The foundation of Individual Psychology is a culmination of Adler’s adherence to specific discourses in the 

field, namely Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, Idealistic Positivism and Postmodernism. 

        4.3.1   Hermeneutics 

        Shelley (2000, p. 69) stated: 

There are several horizons upon which Individual Psychology and hermeneutics may form a fusion.  
Both are concerned with subjectivity and are phenomenological disciplines; both are concerned 
with interpretative understandings; adherents of both use dialogue as a key feature in generating 
questions – both are deeply influenced by the styles adopted in the Socratic dialogues …Adherents 
of both also recognize the power of prejudice. …Indeed, Ansbacher & Ansbacher’s (1956) central 
positing of Individual Psychology as both an understanding and a context psychology is close in 
subject matter to Gadamer’s central interests of understanding and historical situatedness.  
Moreover, there is a compatibility with Adler’s long resistance to objectivism and Gadamer’s central 
critique of positivism (emphasis in original). 

        4.3.2   Phenomenology 

Adler's method of psychology is consistent with phenomenological psychology and philosophy 

(Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Shelley, 2000).  That is, the facts of one's life are not as important as one's 

perception of those facts.  It is assumed that each individual perceives the world in a unique, subjective 

manner.    Consequently, Adlerian psychology has been correctly called a psychology of use rather than a 

psychology of possession.  This view is consistent with most theories which emphasise individual 

responsibility for one's actions, because those actions have, to a large degree, been created by the way in 

which one interprets events.  Kelly (1955) suggested the same principle when he formulated his 

fundamental postulate that human processes are "psychologically channelised" by the way in which one 

interprets events.  As Ansbacher (1959, 1994a) pointed out, this is a movement away from “mechanism 

and atomism, toward a holistic, organismic, phenomenological and idiographic psychology” (p. 483). 
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Hjertaas (2004) compared the theory and practice of Individual Psychology with the existential 

analysis of Binswanger (1958), concluding the approaches were complementary; there are parallels with a 

number of Adlerian concepts.  These include the elevated goals in psychological disturbance, 

psychopathology as a retreat from life, style of life, social interest and the absence in psychological 

disturbance, private logic and its association with psychological ill-health, and a teleological perspective on 

human development. 

4.3.3 Idealistic Positivism 

Adler was also inspired by the Philosophy of “as-if” by Heinz Vaihinger, defined as 

“idealistic positivism,” Adler elaborated the concept to that of fictional finalism (Kant, 1964; Vaihinger, 1925).  

Vaihinger, through his fictionalism, assumed that fictions are unconscious ideas, which have no counterpart 

in reality, but serve a useful function. The idea that logical fallacies can be of great importance in human 

everyday functioning, was strange at face value, but enabled Adler to create a new principle of internal 

unconscious motivation, saving him from mechanical reductionism and positivism. The statement that “all 

men are created equal” is an example of a fiction. This statement is in contradiction to reality but, as an 

ideal, it can be of a great practical value to someone in creating their frame of reference and finding meaning 

in life. This ‘truth’ “as-if” world helps a person create meaning, and enables the construction of a subjective 

personal frame of reference (Shelley, 2000, p. 65).  

Adler combined the concept of fiction with the concept of the goal, thus defining his view of 

subjectivist causality, which is deterministic only in the restricted sense, and which considers the 

unconscious. The observable, forward orientation of the person and his or her concerns with the future are 

the centre of Adler’s dynamic psychology. In the process of forming his or her final goal, which is a more or 

less satisfying fabrication, the individual utilises heredity, environment and past experience, but the final 

goal is always the individual’s own creation. Finally, we have to understand that the goal is unconscious 

and that the individual is largely unaware of this goal. It stands to reason, therefore, that if we know the goal 

of the person, we will be able to approximate what will follow. 

4.3.4 Postmodernism   

Adler also built his theory on Postmodernism propositions.  Postmodernism began to emerge as 

early as the 1960s (Pocock, 1995), but has primarily been considered as appearing across cultures in the 

1980s and is still gaining ground today.  The main tenet of postmodernism is that knowledge and reality are 

subjective and dependent on the observer.  Mills & Sprenkle (1995) asserted the postmodernists have a 

great respect for personal meaning.  Meaning is created in individuals, and we use language and 

communication to convey this meaning.  In this way, we are agents in creating an idiosyncratic reality.  This 

differs from the traditional and modern assumption where truth is seen as objective.  Postmodernism holds 

that the objectivist view is questioned and the subjectivity of post-modernists viewpoint shows we are active 

agents co-constructing our reality.  Adlerian theory and therapy resonates with a number of postmodern 
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approaches such as constructivism and social constructionism, and a reading of Adler’s works from these 

perspectives is becoming popular (e.g. Carlson, et al., 2006; Scott, Kelley & Tolbert, 1995).   

Adler’s (1929) view of the centrality of cognitive structures such as guiding fictions, and his use of 

concepts like schema of apperception and the antithetical schema of apperception which organise 

perception and experience, ground him in the constructivist position.  Contrary to radical constructivists who 

believe there is no reality, only perception, Adler was, as earlier stated, influenced by Vaihinger (1925).  In 

that he did not deny the existence of reality and the world, and emphasized relationships. 

 Postmodernism is unique in that protagonists argue that we do not have direct access to one 

external reality; that truth is filtered through individual lenses, thereby created individually.  In addition, 

groups of observers create socially accepted realities.  What is considered true is as a result, likely to have 

been arrived at through social consensus.  This is central to understand why some stories come to dominate 

within certain cultures and other stories die out (Robideau, 2008).  Cultural relativism, with its assumption 

that culture affects perceptions, behaviour, meaning creation and attitudes, and further that we are all 

cultural beings, has grown as a guiding concept (Hardy, 1993).  

Social constructionism, another concept central to Adlerian theory, and is grounded in a philosophy 

of community, with the focus on the formation of reality within groups rather than within individuals.  In this 

way, meaning and knowledge is created through social communication; reality is whatever we agree it is.  

Meaning, therefore, is created and transformed in conversation not simply in individuals minds (Pocock, 

1995).   Closely associated to social constructionism is the concept of narrative.   

Narrative is grounded in the idea that our lives are lived in narrative form and reality defined by the 

language we use and the stories we tell.  Gergen & Gergen (2006) asserted that all forms of therapy reflect 

a form of narrative.  White’s method of externalising problems and Epston’s work with therapeutic letters 

are two specific key techniques in a narrative model of therapy.  Michael White developed a way to help 

clients see their problems in their lives as separate from themselves – the process White called relative 

influence questioning (Mills & Sprenkle, 1995).  The self, within this paradigm, is not a prelinguistic entity, 

but a product of language.  Particular attention is given to the stories people develop and tell about 

themselves (Kerby, 1991).  According to Disque and Bitter (1998): 

We live “storied” lives.  As humans we not only experience life directly through our senses, but we 

also transform it in an effort to make meaning out of what we experience.  We live constantly with 

other human beings, and as such, we frame all that we do in the context of social relationships.  

The ordering of the meaning we experience in our lives with others most often takes the form of a 

story or narrative about who we are; who others are; what we are worth to ourselves, others, and 

the world; and what conclusions, convictions, and ethical codes will guide us (p. 431). 

Some criticise the movement of narrative therapy.  Doan (1998) directly challenged narrative therapists in 

their ability to practice what they preach in their own professional relationships.  He asserted narrative 

theory is just as much socially constructed reality as any other set of ideas.  While there will be issues to 
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address with any new theory, perhaps, McLeod (2006) asked, “We need a pragmatic approach and should 

simply ask - does it work?”  McLeod (2006) proposed narrative therapy, in contrast to traditional therapies 

“has the capacity to channel the energy arising from individual troubles, and shape it into productive social 

action” (p. 207).  One may infer that this form of therapy assists not only individuals, but larger social 

systems. 

 Ultimately, Adlerian theory accepts the socially-embedded nature of meaning and the idiosyncratic 

situatedness of humans, and proposes we are agents in our own lives who create and are capable of self-

reflection within a particular context.  Carlson et al. viewed Adlerian psychology as an integrative bridge 

between constructivism and social constructionism, which, they argued, “…might be usefully labelled 

relational constructivism” (p. 29, emphasis in original).  They stated: 

The Adlerian perspective, in agreement with martin and Sugarman (1997), states that the individual 
arises from the social but is not the same as, nor is it reducible to, the social.  Adlerian theory is a 
holistic perspective, ne that does not view humans in a reductionistic manner.  The Adlerian 
approach affirms that knowledge is socially embedded and relationally distributed but does not 
empty the self (2006, p. 30). 

The following deals with Adler’s orientation and presents the key concepts of Individual Psychology. 

4.4 Key Concepts 

4.4.1 Sense of Inferiority and Schema of Apperception 

A central concept in Adlerian Theory is the assertion that all humans strive to overcome a sense of inferiority 

that is inherent in the human condition.  This feeling of inferiority is not pathological, but rather a stimulant 

to healthy development, energising the individual toward wholeness.  This natural urge occurs as humans 

struggle to remain as ‘less than’, and have a drive towards surmounting the sense of inferiority.  Meyer & 

Viljoen (2003) indicated Adler identified this natural inferiority, beginning in childhood, as persisting 

throughout life.  Boeree (2006) explained the source of this feeling; that children are by nature, smaller, 

weaker, less sociable, and less intellectually competent when compared to the adults around them.   

During his early works, Adler also identified organ inferiority as an important aspect of an 

individual’s inferiority constitution (Boeree, 2006).  Organ inferiorities refer to the physical or organic 

weaknesses people are either born with or acquire through illness or accidents.  Organ inferiorities are 

compensated for by either strengthening the weak organ, developing another organ to an extraordinary 

level, or adapting psychologically a supplementary skill or skills (Boeree, 2006).  Griffith (1984) noted that 

the influence of organ weaknesses depends on the individual’s perception of that weakness and not the 

organ weakness per se.  Later Boeree (1997) asserted Adler included psychological inferiority, referring 

to a learned belief concerning a weakness.  Adler proposed that, as organ weakness is based on 

perception, the psychological inferiorities held are more important than organic weaknesses (Ansbacher & 

Ansbacher, 1956; Boeree, 2006).  So, whether these inferiorities are reality based or not makes little 

difference as the individual will strive toward compensation therefor (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  Individuals 
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who acquire a learned belief regarding an inferiority may indeed overcome and excel at the perceived 

inferiority, or excel in another aspect, but, according to Boeree (2006), they often retain feelings of inferiority 

or fail to develop a strong self-esteem.  According to Adler: 

I began to see clearly in every psychological phenomenon the striving for superiority.  It runs parallel 

to physical growth and is an intrinsic necessity of life itself.  It lies at the root of all solutions of life’s 

problems and is manifested in the way in which we meet these problems.  All our functions follow 

its directions.  They strive for conquest, security, increase, either in the right or in the wrong 

direction.  The impetus from minus to plus never ends.  The urge from below to above never ceases 

(1956, p. 103). 

The ‘minus’ Adler speaks of above, refers to children’s dependency on adults due to their 

immaturity and natural incompetence.  Children can be seen as striving to compensate for this ‘minus’ 

(feelings of inferiority) through engaging in play-acting as being adults (Boeree, 2006).  Through this 

process, by the age of four or five, an individual develops a prototype for their life, which will contain a belief 

system that determines how the child overcomes perceived inferiorities.   

When the prototype – that early personality which embodies the goal – is formed, the line of 
direction is established and the individual becomes definitely oriented.  It is this fact which enables 
us to predict what will happen later in life.  The individual’s apperceptions are from then on bound 
to fall into a groove established by the line of direction.  The child will not perceive given situations 
as they exist, but under the prejudice of his own interests (Adler, 1956, p. 189). 

The above quotation is therefore seen as setting the benchmark for a person’s view of life.  As this 

apperception is formed from a young age, Adlerian psychologists ascertain some make mistakes in their 

view of reality, leading to misinterpretations.  Unfortunately this upsets development, which can be at odds 

with the wider society, as the perception is faulty; whilst less erroneous schemata are more in accord with 

common sense (Adler, 1956; Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). 

Some Adlerian proponents paid little attention to the idea of a sense of inferiority (Carlson et al. 

(2006), whilst Bitter (1996, 2007) rejected the idea that all striving stemmed from a sense of inferiority, 

asserting that a striving for superiority is innate.  The researcher has embraced the classical view of Adler 

in accepting the sense of inferiority as if one accepts the drive for superiority as an innate drive, this would 

be likened to Maslow’s theory of a biological drive, which would impact the comparative goal of the study. 

4.4.2 Striving for Superiority and the Unique Life Goal 

Herein we can understand Adler’s core theoretical concept with Individual Psychology – the sense 

of striving for perfection which is directly associated with Adler’s concept of feelings of inferiority.  Simply 

put, we all “express the great upward drive”. (Ansbacher and Ansbacher, 1956, p. 103).  With this striving, 

we experience that both comfort and discomfort are part of living (Jones & Lyddon, 2003). 



65 

 

  

Due to the innate feelings of inferiority, Adler (1927, 1929, 1930; 1958) regarded striving for 

superiority, perfection or significance as the overall motivation of human development.  This striving is 

activated by the feeling of inferiority as described above, as well as family and societal experiences that 

lead to compensatory behaviours to overcome the inferiority.  This endeavour underlies all solutions to 

difficulties and manifested in the way individuals meet life tasks (Adler, 1929; Manaster & Corsini, 1982).  

Adler (1956) proposed this process toward superiority is pivotal: 

“A person would not know what to do with himself were he not oriented toward some goal.  We 

cannot think, feel, will, or act without the perception of some goal” (p. 96). 

The striving toward a goal gives hope to the individual, that they are moving toward something better than 

the current situation, offering the possibility of future success.  The formation of a goal, as compensation, 

provides comfort to the individual, and takes different and creative forms (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; 

Meyer & Viiljoen, 2003).  The process underscores the fundamental meaning-making activity of an 

individual (Jones & Lyddon, 2003).  Striving for superiority manifests a) for power, and b) social interest.  

Herein, Adler (1929) argued for a wider purpose of striving; that of development of the human community 

as a whole. 

 Notable is that the compensatory goal is an abstraction, an ideal and not based on reality.  Adler 

(1956, 1965) termed this a fictional ideal or a fictional goal.  Vaihinger’s (1925) philosophy of as if is 

indicative of this.  Vaihinger proposed that we live according to fictions or mental constructions of the psyche 

which, largely unconscious, serve to assist us to make sense of the world.  How this goal is formulated is 

influenced by genetics as well as environmental factors, but, according to Adler (1952, 1958), not 

determined thereby.  Orgler (1963, pp. 14-15) expanded, saying that “The human being is not a product of 

inheritance and environment.  He uses his congenital abilities and acquired impressions as the elements 

with which to construct with his own creative power his own unity, his life style …”  Personal agency is thus 

articulated as a primary instigator of fulfilment of life goals:  “… We find it necessary to assume the existence 

of still another force:  the creative power of the individual” (Adler, 1996, p. 353).  Meyer et al. (2003) 

concurred with Adler with regard to humans possessing the ability to be creative in forming life goals, and 

in plans to achieve them.  Further, that this creative aspect is not structural; the striving is constituent on 

the whole person, who has freedom in setting goals (Lemire, 1998).  Of course, genetics and the 

environment influence development, but ultimately the person’s perception of these factors determines 

development.  In keeping with the narrative view, we possess a power to script our life, or to rewrite our 

stories (Watts & Shulman, 2003). Our creative self is thus dynamic and malleable. 

In his theory, Adler avoided a Freudian deterministic stance, which proposed that we are 

biologically pre-determined, and have little control over our selves and/or our future.  Rather, we apply 

meaning to events experienced and, together with our genetic makeup, develop future goals.  Our 

motivation for personality development is thus a desire to achieve the goals we set ourselves.  Adler’s 
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conceptualisation of human personality development is therefore rooted in philosophical teleology and 

finalism, or put another way, the determination by final causes.  That is, we are motivated not by an objective 

future but rather through a subjective or fictional future, experienced in the present (Adler, 1965).  Vaihinger 

(1925) saw this fictional goal or goals as largely unconscious, and varying between individuals.  Adler, 

however, cautioned against using such terms as conscious or unconscious, viewing the movement rather 

as blurred and pliable.  He did not want to offer this aspect as a dichotomous notion, but opted rather for 

the idea that the conscious is those aspects of which we are aware, and the unconscious just aspects of a 

goal of which we are not aware.  In essence, then, they are one and the same, used as an adjective rather 

than a noun (Mosak, 1984). 

Adlerians view emotions as an element of motivation. “Without strong emotions, no strong acts are 

possible” (Dreikurs, 1967, p. 213).  The psychological movement of the individual is goal-directed and, in 

addition to a life style goal, the individual has immediate goals.  Emotions are the fuel that helps one attain 

those goals.  Emotion comes from two Latin words, “ex” or “e” which means “out of,” and “movere,” which 

means “to move.”  Hence emotions help one “move out” of a situation in a way that is consistent with the 

life style and one’s immediate goals.  As Adler explains: They depend on his goal and his consequent style 

of life.  The feelings are never in contradiction to the style of life.  We are no longer, therefore, in the realm 

of physiology or biology.  The rise of feelings cannot be explained by chemical theory and cannot be 

predicted by chemical examination.  In Individual Psychology, while we presuppose the physiological 

processes, we are most interested in the psychological goal (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956, p. 226).  Adler 

divided emotions into conjunctive and disjunctive emotions.  Conjunctive emotions, such as joy, love, 

excitement, and caring, serve the purpose of bringing people closer together.  Disjunctive emotions such 

as anger, jealousy, bitterness, hatred, and loathing are emotions that distance us from each other.  The 

Ansbachers (1956) provide us with an excellent example of this movement from Adler’s writings: The 

emotion of joy, for example, cannot stand in isolation.  In its expressions of seeking company and embracing 

another, it shows the inclination to play the game, to communicate, and to share the enjoyment.  The entire 

attitude is engaging.  It is extending the hand, so to speak, a warmth which radiates toward the other person 

and intended to elevate him as well.  All the elements of union are present in this emotion (p. 227).  

Depending on the life style goal and the immediate goals of the individual, the person chooses the type of 

emotion that will serve his/her purpose. 

4.4.3   Unity of Personality and Style of Life  

Adler’s use of the word “Individual” (Latin individuum) in his Individual Psychology theoretical 

paradigm stems from the writings of Jan Smuts; the meaning he ascribed to the word being ‘indivisible’ – 

to emphasise holism (Mosak & Maniacci, 1989).  Adler asserted that we cannot be studied piecemeal or 

compartmentally, but only as a functional whole.  Adler (1929) stressed the fundamentals of his Individual 

Psychology be based on thought, feeling and action, whether conscious or unconscious (which, incidentally, 

he saw as inseparable – as stated above), as a unit.  So the word ‘Individual’ is a misnomer because, 
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though it implies egocentricity, it is everything but, as he viewed humans as inseparable from the 

environment in which we exist.  What Adler meant by the word Individual is that we need to study personality 

idiographically.  In that, how an individual develops is unique, creative, and dependent on their subjective 

interpretations of life.  As a unified whole where feelings, thoughts, actions, dreams, memories and even 

physiology all lead in the same direction.  The person as a system is, therefore, greater than and different 

from the sum of its parts. One could term this synergistic.   

As implied above, Adler (1927) did not use structural concepts.  As part of humankind, individual 

personalities function wholly, and as such, move toward self-determined (idiosyncratic) goals.  Adler’s 

notion of the structure of personality is that each individual has particular constitutional attributes and a 

creative self that interacts with their particular social environment (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  From this 

interaction, a person creates a specific lifestyle and reflects development towards a subjective goal of 

superiority.  Basic to an understanding of Individual Psychology is the concept that the individual has the 

creative power to interpret experiences, both internal and external, influenced by both heredity and 

environment, in an individualistic, subjective manner.  From these interpretations, the individual develops 

an “attitude toward life,” or life style, which is expressed in one’s relationships to one’s self, others and the 

world.  Adler discussed the belief that the individual “relates himself always according to his own 

interpretation of himself and his present problems” (Adler, 1945, p. 5).  “Man does not merely react.  He 

adopts an individual attitude” (Dreikurs, 1995, p.4).   

 These factors guide the individual’s development.  Adler (1982) maintained that individual 

experiences shape our view of reality in a subjective manner; reality is filtered through the individual’s 

unique way of seeing things to conform to his or her internal attitudes (Eckstein, 2008).  Adler (1958) states 

that the individual’s subjective view of life enables the construction of a private logic, which illuminates the 

individual’s attitude towards life and his or her place in the world.  Since the family is the prototypical social 

group for a child, it plays a crucial role in the development of private logic and a unique lifestyle (Peluso, 

2006), which lifestyles are denoted below. 

This benchmark Adlerian concept, the ‘Lifestyle’ of a human, denotes self or ego, personality, 

individuality, the unity of personality, an individual form of creative activity, the method of facing problems, 

one’s opinion regarding oneself and the problems of life, or the attitude toward life and others (Ansbacher 

& Ansbacher, 1956).  Struach (2003) asserted this central tenet subsumes constancy, unity, creativity, 

subjectivity and a teleological orientation.  The Lifestyle orients the person toward actualisation/optimal 

development, and assists the person to successfully achieve the Tasks of Life which serve the person in 

the attempt to move him or her towards a fictional goal of superiority (Stein & Edwards, 1998).  Adler 

denoted four main types of lifestyle orientations: 

(a) The Active-Constructive Type 
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This lifestyle emanates from a family environment where there prevails a spirit of co-operation, trust 

and respect (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  Adler (1958; 1982) suggested optimism and a community-oriented 

approach to problem solving exists in a family for such a lifestyle to develop.  As adults, those with this 

lifestyle usually establish goals benefitting the community, are often ambitious and active in their striving 

towards successful attainment of their goals, and therefore tend to be community leaders (Meyer & Viljoen, 

1997).  Some literature refers to this lifestyle as the socially useful type (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  

Spencer (2003) proposes an individual with this orientation is successful in the life tasks of community, 

work, and love. 

(b) The Passive-Constructive Type 

Despite a high social interest, the individual with this lifestyle shows low activity (Adler, 1982).  That is, 

individuals with this type of lifestyle are inclined to take on community-orientated goals, but pursue the goals 

passively, relying on others to take the initiative (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  Boeree (1997) refers to this 

lifestyle as the leaning type and describes individuals who adopt this lifestyle as sensitive, with a protective 

shell, relying on others to carry them through life’s difficulties.  Ansbacher & Ansbacher (1956) view the 

person with this orientation as lacking in enterprise and/or independence. 

(c) The Active-Destructive Type 

This is seen as the ruling type of lifestyle.  Individuals actively work and pursue goals and have an inclination 

to disadvantage society through power-seeking behaviour (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  The more active types 

within this range of lifestyle ‘types’ are bullies, sadists, tyrants and delinquents and those less active inflict 

self-harm in ways such as alcoholism, drug addiction and suicide (Adler, 1982; Boeree, 2006). 

(d) The Passive-Destructive Type 

The individual with the avoidant lifestyle shows low activity as well as low social interest, resulting in the 

individual avoiding defeat by not confronting difficulties (Adler, 1982).  These individuals are likely to be 

antisocial and display laziness, stubbornness and passive-aggressiveness (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  

Individuals with this lifestyle can eventually retreat into their own world and display neurotic and psychotic 

symptoms (Adler, 1982). 

A contemporary Israeli Adlerian, Nira Kefir observed that an individual’s lifestyle – and impasse 

and priority – develop in the pre-conceptual stage of life, generally before the age of ten.  Like Adler’s 

approaches to reality, Kefr’s impasses and priorities represent typical ways of moving in the social sphere.  

He proposed we first develop an impasse as a means of avoiding something negative or unpleasant, 

namely, ridicule, anonymity, rejection or stress.  The dread of confronting an impasse becomes inflated, 

and avoidance of the impasse dominates our creation of a strategy for living.  Kefr posed the question: Are 

we moving towards our goals or away from danger?  Whereas Adler saw biased apperception as the prime 

mover, Kefr held we move through life as a result of avoidance of aversive experiences. 
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Kefr also identified four priorities: 1) being in control, seen as a guarantee against ridicule, 2) 

pleasing, as a means of avoiding rejection or disapproval, 3) being superior (in all its forms) as a way of 

avoiding anonymity or insignificance, and 4) avoiding as a way to avoid stress.  While the priorities relate 

to the four impasses, Kefir argued that an individual’s priority is not necessarily the corollary of his or her 

impasse. 

4.4.4 Social Interest  

Another key concept of Adlerian theory is that of social interest, “Gemeinschaftsgefuhl”, translated 

from German as “community feeling” (Bruck, 1978) as opposed to one’s private interests or concerns.  To 

have social interest allows us to engage in the world in a functional, healthy manner.  It is a multi-level 

concept, with individuals putting some levels into practice, whilst neglecting the development of others.  If 

a social level is developed at the affective level, the individual is likely to feel a) a deep belonging to the 

human race, b) able to empathise with fellow humans and to c) feel at home on earth.  Cognitively, the 

person acknowledges their interdependence with others, recognising that their own welfare is intertwined 

with the wellbeing of everyone.  Behaviourally, these thoughts and feelings translate into action aimed at 

self-development and co-operation with others.  There is therefore, in Adler’s view, no conflict between the 

self and society.   And the greater one’s personal development, the more able one can connect positively 

with others; and the more one is able to learn from others and develop oneself.  The relationship between 

self and community is therefore reciprocal.  This idea has been rediscovered by recent authors (Guisinger 

and Blatt, 1994).  Interestingly, connectedness extends beyond humanity, to animals, plants, even 

inanimate objects, until, in the largest sense, the person feels connected with the entire cosmos (Müller, 

1992, p. 138).  Adler therefore means more than interest in “a larger circle which one should join”: 

Social interest means much more.  Particularly it means feeling with the whole, sub specie 

aeternitatis, under the aspect of eternity.  It means striving for a form of community which must be 

thought of as everlasting, as it could be thought of if mankind had reached the goal of perfection.  

It is never a present-day community or society, nor a political or religious form.  Rather the goal 

which is best suited for perfection would have to be a goal which signifies the ideal community for 

all mankind, the ultimate fulfilment of evolution (Ansbacher and Ansbacher, 1979). 

 As indicated, the consideration of an individual’s external environment plays a pivotal role.  

According to Adler (1952, 1956), humans cannot be understood without taking cognisance of the social 

context, which includes the micro environment (e.g. family), but also the wider, macro environment.  

 At the micro level, a child’s social environment, including relationships between family members 

has an influence on personality development (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  As an extension to this, 

Adler pondered on the main problem facing humans as living together in the world, whilst appreciating 

others contributions from the past and creating a better life for both present and future generations (Stein 
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& Edwards, 1998).  He went beyond the individual, postulating that we can only reach our full potential 

when we contribute to others and society as a whole (Barlow & Durand, 2002). 

Adler (1929, 1956) regarded social interest as the standard against which the lifestyle may be 

gauged as adaptive or maladaptive (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Manaster & Corsini, 1982).  As the 

fundamental indicator of mental health (Adler, 1929; 1930; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003a), social interest is 

observed in the socially useful lifestyle (a) above.  Adler de-emphasised psychopathology (Corey, 2005; 

Maniacci & Sackett-Maniacci, 2002; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003) and focused on discouraged individuals such 

as neurotics and criminals, who lack social interest and therefore strive towards a goal of personal 

superiority for individual triumph and success.  The individual’s upward striving and social interests act with 

automatic certainty to colour every thought and action, away from self-centred interest.  Adler argued that 

as social interest increases, feelings of inferiority and alienation diminish so that social interests direct all 

striving towards the healthy and socially useful side of life (Corey, 2005).  

4.4.5   Unhealthy striving and maladjustment 

As discussed above, it is psychologically healthy, in Adler’s view, to feel inferior, and this innate 

factor spurs us to grow and develop.  However, with exaggerated or intensified inferiority feelings, 

psychological disturbance ensues.  In this case, it may be referred to as an inferiority complex.   

4.4.5.1 Inferiority complex 

In respect of psychological disturbance, Adler did not present a taxonomy or nosological 

(categorisation) system, though he did distinguished between neurotic and psychotic disorders, often using 

the terms melancholic or paranoid. Social discrimination linked to poverty, ethnicity, gender, religion or 

education level can exacerbate feelings of inferiority (Adler, 1965; Carlson et al., 2006; Stein & Edwards, 

1998).  Of particular concern to Adler was his culture’s over-evaluation of masculinity, and its devaluation 

of women, which he regarded as “the arch evil of our culture” (Adler, 1956. P. 55).  Interestingly, Adler’s 

withdrawal from the Freudian Group was strongly influenced by this differently held attitude (May, 1991).  

Adler asserted “Civilisation will never be complete as long as one half of the people in it are considered 

inferior” (May, p. 289).  Where an environment is unfavourable it stands to reason that an individual will be 

influenced to adopt a negative view.  To this extent, the individual’s innate sense of inadequacy may be 

intensified.  An inferiority complex may develop to the extent of becoming an exaggerated form of inferiority 

(Orgler, 1963). 

Adler considered maladjusted individuals to be discouraged, and psychologists adopting the 

Adlerian model have traditionally used this term rather than the words pathological or sick (Adler, 1956, 

1996b; Mosak, 1984; Stein & Edwards, 1998).  Carlson et al. (2006) have delineated various types of 

dynamics from the Adlerian point of view, and supported attempts to align Adlerian theory with the DSM IV, 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual.  However, the more traditional or classic position of eschewing 
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diagnostic labels is adopted herein, as it is not the aim of the study to diagnose Branson as such.  But 

rather to see to what extent, in using two psychological theories, Branson has attained optimal 

development. 

Faulty lifestyles, or a destructive apperception results from the family atmosphere in childhood and 

also highlights the fact that physical inferiority, neglect and pampering interfere with social interest i.e. a 

person’s engagement with others in society.  Those exposed to such experiences avoid life tasks (Adler, 

1958).  Though insisting that we develop our own unique lifestyle, Adler clustered the four types (as 

described above), namely active-constructive, passive-constructive, active-destructive and passive-

destructive (Dreikurs, 1973; Maddi, 1989).  Each of these pertains to the degree of social interest a person 

has, and affects a person’s movement toward healthy development.   The innate sense of inferiority 

becomes pathological when it is increased to the extent that individuals feel overwhelmed by the demands 

of the environment.  This sense of inadequacy leads a person to become discouraged and believe they are 

incapable of meeting life’s tasks and/or make a useful contribution to society.  Importantly, this exaggerated 

sense of inferiority arises from a person’s interpretation of themselves and their environment, and is not 

based on hereditary factors or environment.  Nevertheless, Orgler (1963) asserted there are real, objective 

factors that may exert influence.  Contemporary Adlerians, for example Stein & Edwards (1998), group 

these factors into physical handicaps, family dynamics and societal influences.  A diagrammatical depiction 

of unhealthy personality development is depicted in Appendices N (p. 344), and O (p. 345) respectively.  

4.4.6   Family Dynamics 

Adler (1929; 1930) held that a general feeling of inferiority develops from a child’s first interactions and is 

present throughout the child’s life.  The social environment per se does not shape personality, but the child’s 

perception, which is used to give meaning and suits their purposes. 

No one is ever in touch with the whole human community. Each individual is connected with only a 

few people, but this attitude reflects that toward the whole community. Therefore, once we know how a 

person gets along with the members of his or her family, we have the key to that personality and can know 

more or less what to expect from that person.  As humans, we need to establish social relationships and 

come into contact with other people in order to satisfy an everyday need.  

Parenting style and a child’s position in the family are the dynamics significant in the development 

of a child.  Families constitute the primary social environment and are the context in which they begin to 

learn the rules and customs of society, and to form an opinion of themselves and the world.  Attitudes such 

as pampering and neglect lead to the development of an exaggerated sense of inferiority. 

Children who are neglected or abused experience very little empathy or encouragement in their 

family of origin and may feel worthless and discouraged (Olson & Hergenhahn (2010).  They may 

experience their primary care givers as indifferent, uncaring or cruel and may then view the rest of society 
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with mistrust.  This is not an attitude ideally suited to foster co-operation and a sense of cosmic harmony.  

Abuse and neglect in early relationships therefore do not encourage the development of social interest 

(Stein & Edwards, 1998; Wolfe, 1932) 

4.4.6.1 Birth Order  

Adler suggested that certain lifestyles develop as a function of psychological birth position and 

maintained that individuals should be studied within the early relationships that were used by the creative 

self to construct a particular lifestyle (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003), which lifestyle becomes relatively set by the 

age of five.  Considering the social environment as a major influencing factor, it makes sense to include the 

cultural values and experiences within a family unit.  In this manner, the position of the child within a family 

constellation influences later interactions with the world as children acquire a style of relating to others 

(Shulman & Mosak, 1977).  It is not the birth order in itself that is pivotal, but rather the individual’s 

psychological interpretation of this position (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Corey, 2005).  The focus is on 

five different birth order positions, namely; an only child; the first-born; the second-born; the middle child; 

and the youngest.   

 In keeping with Adler’s view, the first child is seen to likely be pampered and receives the parents’ 

undivided attention until a second child makes an appearance, who then takes the centre of attention 

(Boeree, 2006).  Adler asserted that if the firstborn is then given the responsibility of taking care of the other 

children, that child becomes a responsible adult who likes power, even becoming authoritarian or strict.  

Boeree (1997) added that when a child is no longer the centre of his or her parents’ world, it can result in 

them being sullen, withdrawn and disobedient.  Adler (1870 – 1937) asserted firstborns are typically 

serious, conscientious, directive, goal-oriented, aggressive, rule-conscious, exacting, conservative, 

organised, responsible, jealous, fearful, high achieving, competitive, high in self-esteem and anxious.  They 

may learn the concept of power at a young age, and this may be expressed in a desire to help, protect and 

lead others.  The firstborn may also have a need to regain praise from parents that they received before 

their siblings were born.  Due to these dynamics, Adler (1964) asserted that the first born may come to feel 

unloved through the perceived loss of mother’s love to the new baby.  Adler (1964) referred to this as being 

“dethroned” by the younger sibling.  The fear of losing the top position may make them more risk averse, 

and thus less likely to embark on a new venture. 

There are obviously parenting factors within the family structure pertaining to first born children.  

First time parents are usually highly anxious and “sweat all the details”.  They often document every 

milestone, celebrate each small achievement, and worry if it comes later than expected.  Due to this 

intensive focus on a firstborn child, there is a lot of pressure to succeed.  In addition to parental behaviour, 

the firstborn is often shocked by the introduction of a competitor into the family.  This may lead to sibling 

rivalry.  On the other hand, younger siblings often idolise the first born, putting the first born in a position of 

leader of the children of the family. 
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The second child often competes with the first (Meyer & Viljoen, 2003), and are often ambitious 

achievers.  Healthy competition may stimulate the second child to develop faster, but if the second child is 

unable to compete, it can result (or increase) in feelings of inferiority (Spencer, 2003). Adler further 

proposed second children are often believed to be natural mediators, who may avoid conflict.  They may 

also be highly loyal to the peer group and have many friends.   

A middle child is, according to Boeree (1997), similar to the second child, though he or she will 

focus or choose a different sibling to compete with.  According to Adler, middle children have a diverse 

range of personalities.  The habits of many are motivated by the fact that they have never been truly in the 

spotlight.  The firstborn always seems to be achieving and pioneering ahead, while the younger sibling is 

secure in his or her niche as the entertainer of the family.  It is said they often have a sense of not belonging.  

They are seen to fight to receive attention from parents and others as they feel many times they are being 

ignored; which factor may lead them to feel insecure.  This in turn will affect their relationships throughout 

their life.  In some cases the middle child will see life from a hopeless standpoint and may become 

depressed or even lonely.  The middle child often lacks drive and looks for direction from the first born child.  

Sometimes a middle child feels out of place because they are not over achievers and like to go with the 

flow of things.  Karen E. Klein suggested middle children may develop good social skills, and are more 

likely to be entrepreneurs.  The middle child may have an even temper and a take it or leave it attitude.  

Adler (1964) believed the middle child feels squeezed out of a position of privilege and significance.  This 

feeling of being side-lined is what drives a child to find peace within the family and may have trouble finding 

a place or become a fighter of injustice  

The youngest child is viewed as the ‘party animal’, the entertainer who is unafraid to test his or 

her luck.  They are also thought of as the baby of the family and an outgoing charmer.  While this is certainly 

not true of all youngest siblings, proponents of Adlerian theory describe the youngest children in a family 

as an ‘endearing and delightful’ friend.  To this end, youngest children are often babied.  This pampering, 

according to Adler, is one of the worst behaviours a parent can bestow on a child as it leads to dependence, 

selfishness and irresponsibility when the youngest enters adulthood.  The effect of this pampering may lead 

the youngest child to become manipulative and control-seeking if their sibling(s), parents or other peers are 

overbearing or bossy.  The youngest child may also become a problem child who seeks attention constantly 

and adopts the role of the clown in a family (Spencer, 2003).   

Only children may have characteristics of either the first born or youngest child.  Adler (1964) 

believed that because only children have no rivals for their parents’ affection, they may be pampered and 

spoiled, particularly by the mother.  He suggested that this could cause later interpersonal difficulties if the 

person is not universally liked and admired.  Only children learn to be children on their own, learn to be 

independent, and have no problem being loners.  In terms of genetics, naturally introverted only children 

may show extroverted qualities if he or she wishes to make friends.  On the other hand, naturally extroverted 

children may learn to show introverted qualities by being content to focus on their thoughts when playmates 
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are unavailable.  An only child spends a lot of time with adults and enjoys being the centre of attention.  

They are likely to become individualistic and to struggle with perfection (Spencer, 2003). 

Twins tend to have one dominate, who acts as the first born.  However this can sometimes not be 

the case.  Because of twins’ closeness, they tend to be a lot more confident; however, they often have 

trouble being alone and get lonely easily.  When one twin marries, this often causes separation problems 

with both twins, and may lead to depression.  Especially identical twins tend to be much closer than normal 

siblings.   

Position in a family, then, leaves an indelible stamp on lifestyle.  However, other birth order factors 

requiring consideration include spacing in years between siblings; the total number of children; and the 

changing circumstances of the parents over time.  Adler (1952) insisted that no two children, even in the 

same family, ever grow in the same situation or psychological climate.  His beliefs accorded with those of 

many object relations theorists, particularly Winnicott (1990) who stated that: “for the five children in a family 

there are five families.  It does not require a psychoanalyst to see that these five families need not resemble 

each other, and are certainly not identical” (p. 132).  Ultimately, birth order is influential, but does not act in 

a deterministic, causal fashion.  Parents may ameliorate the difficulties associated with a particular position, 

and may foster co-operation rather than a competitive climate.  This can prevent the development of 

characteristics often associated with birth order positions (Stein & Edwards, 1998). 

4.4.7 Life Tasks 

Adler identified three tasks to be successfully resolved through apperception of reality, as 

influenced by our organic and psychological feelings of inferiority, our experiences in our families and the 

social environment: 

There is a task in life which no individual can escape. It is to solve a great number of problems...I 
have divided them for clarity into three parts: problems of behaviour toward others; problems of 
occupation; and problems of love. The manner in which an individual behaves toward these three 
problems and their subdivisions – that is his answer to the problems of life. (Adler, 1982, p. 4) 

Dreikurs (2000) outlines these major life tasks identified in Adlerian theory.  Originally, Adler listed 

three life tasks; work, friendship (communal life) and love.  Dreikurs (1950) describes these as the three life 

tasks: “The human community sets three tasks for every individual.  They are: work, which means 

contributing to the welfare of others; friendship, which embraces social relationships with comrades and 

relatives; and love, which is the most intimate union with someone of the other sex and represents the 

strongest and closest emotional relationship which can exist between two human beings” (pp. 4-5).  

Despite this, Adler alluded to at least two others that Mosak and Dreikurs incorporate into Adlerian 

theory; coping with oneself (self-regulation) and spirituality (Mosak and Dreikurs, 2000, p. 257).  Of the life 

tasks, Adler remarks, “for a long time now I have been convinced that all the questions of life can be 
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subordinated to the three major problems – the problems of communal life, of work, and of love” (Adler, p. 

42). 

The three problems that Adler noted have been widely discussed in the literature, and are 

frequently known as the “Adlerian life tasks” or a similar term. For our purposes, they are 

summarized from Oberst and Stewart (2003): work, one’s vocation or occupation; love, emotionally 

intimate relationships; community, caring about and for the welfare of others. Several important 

points must be made regarding the life tasks. 

Of import is the creative and individual nature of how the tasks are carried out; it represents the 

individual’s own “answer to the problems of life” rather than a nomothetic standard. However partitioned 

and defined, the life tasks are carried out under the direction of the individual’s life style (Adler, 1982) and 

thus are consistent with the unity of the individual’s personality.  Also, by noting that his division of the whole 

into three parts was “for clarity” and by reference to further “subdivisions”, Adler may have been 

acknowledging the possibility of other, equally valid conceptualisations of the life tasks. In any event, others 

have proposed additions and modifications. For example, Mosak and Dreikurs examined Adler’s cumulative 

writings on the subject and proposed that the addition of two more tasks was justified: self, the task of 

relating to one’s self (self-regulation); spirituality, the task of determining meaning for one’s own life 

(Dreikurs & Mosak, 1967; Mosak & Dreikurs, 2000). Mansager and Gold (2000) challenged these two new 

tasks, claiming that Adler’s writings did not in fact support Dreikurs and Mosak (Mansager & Gold, 2000; 

Gold & Mansager, 2000). Their challenge seems to have been largely ignored, as a list of five tasks appears 

frequently in the literature (e.g., Eckstein and Kern, 2003) and is referred to as the Adlerian/Mosak life 

tasks. In respect of this study, the researcher has included these two additions into the thesis. 

4.4.8 Societal influences  

Adler (1952) believed that humans cannot be understood without taking into account their social 

context. Individual psychologists hold that societal factors outside the family can influence individuals’ views 

of themselves and the world. Social discrimination linked to poverty, ethnicity, gender, religion or 

educational level can exacerbate feelings of inferiority (Adler, 1965; Carlson et al., 2006; Stein & Edwards, 

1998). Of particular concern to Adler in this regard was his culture’s over-valuation of masculinity, and its 

devaluation of women (Adler, 1952, 1956, 1965). He regarded this as the: “… arch evil of our culture …” 

(Adler, 1956, p. 55). It is interesting to note that Rollo May (1991) believed that it was the different attitudes 

towards women held respectively by Adler and Freud that constituted one of the main reasons for Adler’s 

withdrawal from the Freudian group:  Freud had taken a condescending attitude toward women, using the 

Victorian method of flattery; he referred to them as the “fair sex”, the “tender ones”, and on that basis he 

understandably could never find an answer to his question, ‘What do women want?’  Adler, on the contrary, 

said many times in different ways that “Civilization will never be complete as long as one half of the people 

in it are considered inferior” (p. 289). Orgler (1963) stated that such popular phrases as the strong sex and 
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the weak sex indicated the degree to which femininity was associated with weakness and inferiority, and 

masculinity with strength and superiority. She believed that the view of boys as worth more than girls, 

entrenched as it was in the culture, contributed to women’s sense of inferiority. The Adlerian psychologist, 

Wolfe (1932), expressed similar sentiments. He stated:   

The patriarchal system of considering women as the inferior of men naturally wreaks its worst 
effects on the growing girl … If you are a girl the feeling that you are doomed from the very 
beginning to an inferior role in life is not calculated to develop a courageous spirit in you …. (p. 60).  

The low estimation in which women were generally regarded by society then, contributed to their sense of 

inadequacy, and could lead to an inferiority complex. When the concomitant striving for superiority revealed 

psychological difficulties, the manifestation of which included women protesting against their feminine roles, 

this was known as the masculine protest. The masculine protest was described as a cluster of certain over-

compensatory character traits that might involve women engaging in so-called manly behaviour, or the 

unconscious desire to be a man (Adler, 1956).  Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956) drew an important 

distinction between the way in which Adler originally used the term masculine protest, and the meaning that 

the term subsequently came to hold. Originally Adler used masculine protest to describe the central 

dynamic principle of his psychology, and it referred, in a general way, to the striving for superiority in 

compensation for feeling inferior. Later the definition of the term was reserved for the more restricted sense 

in which it was explained above. The emphasis placed by society on masculinity may also be detrimental 

to males. As Wolfe (1932) pointed out: “The burden of proving his complete masculinity is not easy for 

every boy to bear” (p. 60). Over-valuing masculinity creates high expectations for boys and men, and when 

they cannot meet them, their sense of inferiority increases (Stein & Edwards, 1998).  

Any one, or a combination, of the factors mentioned above may influence individuals to adopt a 

negative view of themselves or the world. All normal individuals feel a sense of inadequacy and inferiority, 

but where the environment is hostile, the sense of inferiority may be greatly intensified, and individuals 

discouraged. In all people the sense of inferiority leads to an upward striving for superiority. When the sense 

of inferiority is exaggerated and an inferiority complex is present, so too is the compensatory striving for 

superiority exaggerated (Adler, 1952, 1996a, 1996b). The exaggerated striving for superiority is called the 

superiority complex.  

The superiority complex and the inferiority complex occur together in the same individual; indeed 

the superiority complex normally covers or conceals the inferiority complex. The apparent paradox of these 

contradictory tendencies, that is, the co-existence of the two ostensibly antithetical complexes, is resolved 

when it is noted that they represent merely an exaggerated form of the normal sense of inferiority, and the 

concomitant striving for superiority which is found in all people (Adler, 1952, 1958).  

4.4.9 Optimal Development 
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Our essential motivation is to overcome inferiorities and to strive for superiority and perfection 

(Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  Adler viewed the active-constructive lifestyle as the most appropriate 

lifestyle to achieve superiority or perfection (Meyer et al., 2003).  The ultimate of this striving is attained 

when the individual not only strives for perfection for their self but also places that striving at the service of 

society.  According to Adler (1929; 1930; 1958) a family environment of co-operation and trust promotes 

the development of an optimally developed person, whom Adler characterises as creative and courageous 

in facing life’s challenges.  In contrast, individuals who lack social interest interpret life’s challenges through 

their own idiosyncratic worldview and come across as self-centred, which fact results in poor inter and intra-

personal functioning (Adler, 1964). 

Mental disturbance, then, occurs in the context of an increased or heightened sense of inferiority 

and a lesser degree of social interest, constituting an exaggerated form of that striving.  Psychological and 

physical symptoms, as well as emotions and general interpersonal styles function in the service of the 

lifestyle, helping the individual to safeguard against a sense of inadequacy, and achieving some measure 

of superiority, albeit in an idiosyncratic way. 

The apparent simplicity of the theory belies the profundity of Adler’s (1952) philosophical and 

epistemological stance.  It is only comparatively recently that his ideas have begun to find acceptance and 

support outside of Adlerian circles.  Researchers and practitioners from widely divergent fields are now 

formulating theoretical positions that Adler anticipated long ago.  Unfortunately he is often not 

acknowledged or credited in this respect (Carlson et al., 2006; Stein & Edwards, 1998; Weber, 2003). 

4.5 Criticisms and Limitations of Adler’s Theory 

Criticisms of Adler’s theory tend to involve the issue of whether or not, or to what degree, his 

theory is scientific. The mainstream of psychology today is experimentally oriented, which means, among 

other things, that the concepts a theory uses must be measurable and manipulable. This implies an 

experimental orientation involving physical or behavioural variables. Adler, however, uses basic concepts 

that are far from physical and behavioural: the concepts of striving for perfection, psychological 

compensation, feelings of inferiority, social interest.  How are these measurable? The experimental 

method also makes a basic assumption: That all things operate in terms of cause and effect. Adler would 

certainly agree that physical things do so, but he would adamantly deny that people do! Instead, he takes 

the teleological route, that people are "determined" by their ideals, goals, values, "final fictions." Teleology 

takes the necessity out of things: A person doesn't have to respond a certain way to a certain 

circumstance; A person has choices to make; A person creates his or her own personality or lifestyle. 

From the experimental perspective, these things are illusions that a scientist, even a personality theorist, 

dare not give in to. 

Adler’s theory is also criticised scientifically due to the anecdotal nature of the concepts, meaning 

that they may be true in particular cases, but don't necessarily have the generality Adler seems to claim 
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for them. A first child (even broadly defined) doesn't necessarily feel dethroned, nor a second child 

necessarily feel competitive, for example.  Adler could, however, respond to these criticisms by asserting 

that if one accepts teleology, nothing about human personality is necessary. Further, he has already gone 

to great lengths to explain his ideas about fictional finalism: All of his concepts are useful constructs, not 

absolute truths, and science is just a matter of creating increasingly useful constructs.  

Despite criticisms, it seems, therefore, that there is a useful place for Adler’s theory in personality 

development, particularly in a case such as this study, where, instead of utilizing a quantitative basis, the 

researcher has focused on a qualitative analysis of Branson. 

One of the issues regarding Adlerian theory and practice is the lack of research demonstrating its 

specific effectiveness in counselling and therapy.  Although this could be addressed as a major limitation, 

the problem does not just plague Adlerians but all approaches to counselling and therapy.   

An early problem with experimental research was that the European Adlerians were, at times, 

unduly suspicious of research based upon statistical methods.  To further complicate matters, the 

idiographic (case method) approach upon which Adlerians relied did not lend itself to conventional research 

methodology.  Statistical methods tend to be more appropriate for group research and were not considered 

particularly applicable.  Adlerian psychology also rejects the notion of causality and focuses on intent and 

the social field in which behaviour takes place.  These are hard concepts to measure with statistics.   Much 

of the research derived from many studies was not designed to examine Adlerian counselling or 

psychotherapy, but are clearly applicable to it.  Eva Dreikurs Ferguson’s book, Motivation: A Biosocial and 

Cognitive Integration of Motivation and EmotionThe book integrates Adlerian principles and methods with 

contemporary scientific psychology, especially in the areas of motivation and emotion.  The book presents 

a vast amount of studies in scientific psychology that support Adlerian theory.  There is evidence, in support 

of Adlerian psychology, that scientific psychology increasingly shows the validity of Adlerian concepts, of 

holism, psychic/mental determinants influencing neurochemical and physiological processes, and the 

impact of social processes on psychological well-being (Ferguson, 2003)     

Adler and Dreikurs both have been criticised personally as well as for their theoretical formulations.  

Both individuals were extremely forceful personalities whose “conceptualizations and insights were rich in 

insights.  These insights contrasted with ideas then currently espoused, and rejection of these ideas often 

became confounded with rejection of the person as well as his ideas” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 325).  Part of this 

criticism came from the sphere of the depth psychologists who argued that the methods of Adler and 

Dreikurs were too superficial; the other part came from the cognitive behavioural theorists who viewed them 

“as too dynamic, too concerned with inner motivation” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 325).  So, on the one hand, to 

some, Adlerian theory appears to lack the depth that the more analytic approaches offer and, on the other 

hand, Adlerian theory is not as scientific as the more behavioural approaches might prefer.  “The cognitive-

social personality theory and methods of Adler and Dreikurs are very different from behaviouristic 
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approaches and, by criteria of broad and long-term health-providing effects, the theory and methods are 

indeed deep” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 337).   

  Another possible limitation in the application of Adlerian theory is the emphasis on social 

connectedness and individual responsibility.  Mentally healthy or fully-functioning individuals possess high 

levels of cooperation and contribution and are perceived as being in charge of the decisions they make 

about life.  There is no room for blaming others or society for one’s situation in life.  However, these beliefs 

run contrary to the general cultural thinking regarding human behaviour and human relationships.   Thus, 

Individual Psychologists find themselves becoming agents of change for the community and the culture.  

As community values change, Adlerian methods become easy to apply.  Until such changes in community 

beliefs occur, however, Adlerian methods and Individual Psychology will be ahead of their time (Ferguson, 

2003). 

4.6 Empirical Studies Testing Adler’s Theory of Individual Psychology  

Adler developed his theory for the common man, offering common solutions for dealing with the day-

to-day problems of living.  It was a therapeutic, educational, and rehabilitative model that was a part of the 

pioneering work taking place in modern psychiatry.  By the 1930’s, it was being applied to everyday real 

life problems in parenting, schools, marriage, and the workplace.  Empirical evidence for the theory came 

from case results rather than experimental designs (Ferguson, 2001).  In the 1950’s and 60’s most cited 

studies involving Adlerian psychology were conducted by non-Adlerians (Mosak & Dreikurs, 1973).  Until 

the last thirty years or so, however, very little research emerged on the effectiveness of Adlerian 

psychology.  Watkins (1982) writes:  Admittedly, as theoretical and practical interests grow, so must the 

body of research which supports and extends one’s theoretical and practical understanding.  The seventies 

saw more research studies being done to test the usefulness of Adlerian constructs and concepts than had 

been done in many preceding years (p. 90). Watkins (1983) reports that during the years from 1970 through 

1981, there were 75 research studies in the Journal of Individual Psychology. In a follow-up study, Watkins 

(1992) examined birth order “and its effects on personality development and functioning” (p. 100). “Social 

interest is examined in 19 studies (25 percent), early recollections in 6 (8 percent), and lifestyle in 4 (5 

percent)” (p. 100).  Watkins concluded his survey by indicating that “research on Individual Psychology has 

flourished during the period examined (and, as a side note, has been quite confirmatory)” (p. 103).  He 

cautions, though, that the study of clinical populations is extremely limited and “there is a definite need for 

further Adlerian-oriented research on inpatients and outpatients alike” (p. 104).  

In the Journal of Individual Psychology during the years 1982 to 1990 he notes that 103 studies 

appeared during this nine-year period.  This was a marked increase over the previous 12 years that he had 

reported on earlier (Watkins, 1983).  Although he did not attempt to evaluate the quality of the studies 

reported, Watkins (1992) does conclude “that research into Adler’s theory is still on the increase (at least 

in IP) and suggest it is a vital theory that lends itself to empirical inquiry” (p. 108).  Since 1990, the reported 
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research has continued to grow with the Journal of Individual Psychology publishing additional studies on 

marriage, children, substance abuse, management in the classroom, behavioural problems in children and 

youth, and offenders.   

A number of other professional journals have included research articles on Adlerian theory as well.  A 

number of university faculty (i.e., Dr. John Dagley – University of Georgia, Dr. Roy Kern – Georgia State 

University, Dr. Eva Dreikurs Ferguson – Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville) have guided their 

doctoral students toward researching and refining Adlerian concepts.  A leading figure in the development 

and validation of Adlerian research on lifestyle is Dr. Roy Kern, who has set out to validate Adler’s 

psychology and develop a number of instruments based on Adlerian principles.  For the past 25 years, Dr. 

Kern has been developing objective instruments for the assessment of lifestyle that are designed to be 

used in clinical and educational consultation as well as research.  This has led to the publication of 50 or 

more research articles and over 40 dissertations.  As a result, Dr. Kern has provided a means to validate 

many of the Adlerian constructs.  Some of the instruments now available include: the Lifestyle 

Questionnaire Inventory, the Kern Lifestyle Scale, Lifestyle Personality Inventory, Basic Adlerian Scales for 

Interpersonal Success -Adult Form (BASIS-A) (Kern, Snow, & Ritter, 2002).  

Perhaps one of the best ways to validate Adlerian theory has been the results experienced by clients 

and practitioners and how the theory and writings have become international and cross-cultural.  Dreikurs 

(1968) started the International Committee for Adlerian Summer Schools and Institutes (ICASSI) in 1962 

with the first school being held in Denmark.  ICASSI has developed into a rich international social 

experience wherein long-term relationships have emerged between people from many nations.  ICASSI is 

held in a different country each year and has at least 24 different nationalities represented at each summer 

institute.  

4.7      Future Research on Adler’s Theory 

            It is the researcher’s opinion that Adler’s theory should, given the difficulties in testing the theory 

quantitatively, be used more frequently in psychobiographical studies utilizing qualitative case study 

methods.  The researcher found the concepts easy to understand and in a common-sense way, highly 

applicable to us all.  

            Regarding training psychologists, the researcher is of the view that this theory could be usefully 

applied in helping students to have greater self-awareness of their own personality development, and will 

also augment practical experience for the potential therapists.  The researcher is curious to utilize this 

paradigm to bring into consciousness those aspects of her childhood which have led her to have the fictional 

goals that she has held throughout her life, and creatively adapt these to be able to move toward an even 

healthier personality in striving toward perfection. 
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            In order not to replicate what has been set out, the researcher would direct the reader to 4.6 above, 

where deficits or criticisms are directed at Adler’s theory, and utilize these negatives to further study these 

concepts. 

4.8 Relevance of Adler’s Theory in Respect of the South African Context 

  Individual Psychology is a cognitive, goal-oriented, social psychology focusing on a person’s beliefs 

and perceptions, as well as the effects that person’s behaviour has on others.  It is one of the few 

psychologies interested in democratic processes in the home, school, workplace and family.  Individual 

Psychology promotes social equality, which means granting each other mutual respect and dignity 

regardless of our inherent differences.  It is not a set of techniques but a comprehensive philosophy of 

living.  The three most fundamental principles are: (1) behaviour is goal oriented; (2) humans are 

fundamentally social, with a desire to belong and have a place of value as an equal human being; and (3) 

the individual is indivisible and functions with unity of personality (Ferguson, 1984).  These principles, which 

make Individual Psychology unique from other approaches, are described in Adlerian psychology as 

purposiveness, social interest, and holism.  Together, these principles describe the person as moving in 

unity toward self-chosen goals that reflect a human value for belonging and social contribution.   

Alfred Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory is useful in the Context of South Africa as the paradigm 

acknowledges the vulnerability of our young children and the sense of inferiority they are born with.  As 

smaller and weaker, they are dependent on their family for protection and nurturing in order to build trust in 

humanity in general, and to avoid pathology.  The theory further highlights assisting the youth to form 

apperceptions which are constructive and aimed at building our children into future generations that respect 

one another, and work toward serving the whole community, rather than to be greedy and self-serving.  

What the researcher values about Adler’s theory is the fact that we are all creative agents in constructing 

our lives and therefore have the ability to alter our life goals should unconscious aspects become conscious.  

Another outstanding factor regarding Adler’s theory is his focus on gender equality, a current pivotal topic 

in South Africa and its history of gender inequalities.  As per the South African Constitution, gender equality 

is an aspect which seeks to level the playing field between genders, and to stop not only racial 

discrimination, but gender discriminations. 

4.9   Conclusion 

Of all of the personality and counselling theories, Alfred Adler’s (1929, 1956) Individual Psychology is 

probably among the least well-known but has had the greatest influence on current approaches to 

counselling and psychotherapy (Corey, 2005).  Willingham (1986), writing about the current status of 

Adlerian Psychology, indicates that Adler had an influence on various theories and methodologies in 

counselling, psychotherapy and education.  He quotes Wilder (1959) as stating: “most observations and 

ideas of Alfred Adler have subtly and quietly permeated modern psychological thinking to such a degree 

that the proper question is not whether one is Adlerian but how much of an Adlerian one is (p. xv)” 
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(Willingham, 1986, p. 165).  “Modern applied psychology is increasingly congruent with Individual 

Psychology in that many applications in  organizational psychology and counselling with families and school 

utilize concepts and methods that strongly resemble Adlerian ideas and practices” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 14).  

In many respects, Adler developed a personality theory and approach to counselling and psychotherapy 

that was far ahead of his time.   Watts (2003) indicates “that many contemporary approaches have 

‘discovered’ many of Adler’s fundamental conclusions, often without recognition of his vision and influence” 

(p. 11).  Watts also believes that, as much as Adlerian counselling may be viewed as antiquated by 

students, educators and practitioners, it “solidly resonates with postmodern approaches to counselling” (p. 

16).  In fact, “Adlerian theory addressed social equality and emphasized the social embeddedness of human 

knowledge long before multiculturalism became chic in the counselling profession” (p. 16).   Unfortunately, 

the simplicity of Adlerian psychology is often used as its major criticism, of which Adler was apparently 

aware.   The simplicity and common sense approach of Adlerian theory is illustrated by a story told about 

Adler when he was scheduled for a series of lectures in Aberdeen, Scotland: His host was psychology 

professor Rex Knight, who came to greet Adler at the Caledonia Hotel.  After exchanging mutual greetings 

in the lobby, the two men sat down briefly to chat on a sofa.  Suddenly, a handsome young man swaggered 

over.  ‘I hear that you two gentlemen are psychologists. I bet there’s nothing that either of you can tell me 

about myself.” Knight looked quizzically to Adler for an answer, who raised his eyes and gazed deliberately 

at the young man. ‘Yes, I think there’s something that I can tell you about yourself.’  As the stranger smiled 

expectantly, Adler continued, ‘You’re very vain.’   ‘Vain!’ was the startled reply. ‘Why should you think that 

I’m vain?’ ‘Isn’t it vain,’ Adler said simply, ‘to come up to two unknown gentlemen sitting on a sofa and ask 

them what they think of you?’ As the young man left baffled, Adler turned to Knight and commented, ‘I’ve 

always tried to make my psychology simple.  I would perhaps say that all neurosis is vanity, but that might 

be too simple to be understood.’ (Hoffman, 1994, p. 322). Simple solutions such as recommending that a 

teacher and parent encourage a student who is doing poorly in school or removing the parent from sibling 

fights in order to reduce the conflict are strategies that work.  Results, many times, are what validate the 

theory for the practitioner and the client.   

 Adler’s theory of individual psychology, in essence, is focused on understanding the lifestyle or the 

law of psychological movement of the individual.  Early experiences and one’s birth order and family 

constellation play major roles in the development of the lifestyle or personality, although these factors are 

solely formative and not deterministic.  As the individual pursues the need to belong and find a place of 

significance, he or she draws conclusions about the world and his or her personal worth.  These conclusions 

then combine to form a system of beliefs that guide all that person’s future interactions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

PRELIMINARY METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY 

5.1   Chapter Preview 

   People, like unfolding poems, may be interpreted in different ways, some of which are contradictory; 

and people, like poems, are not so much explained as understood (Schultz, 2005a).  To this end, qualitative 

research emphasises the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the 

researcher and what is being studied, and the value-laden nature of the inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 

Burr, 1995).  Notwithstanding the many benefits of gaining a deeper understanding of an individual’s life, 

Anderson (1981b) stated that no enterprise involving psychology has received as much criticism as 

psychobiography.  Roberts (2002) attributed this to psychobiography’s reliance on interpretation and other 

qualitative methods versus the more acceptable scientific method of research in psychology, whilst Runyan 

(1983; 1984), indicated that many criticisms relate to the idiographic approach to the study of lives.  Even 

the most experienced and scholarly psychobiographers face major limitations and obstacles that do not 

usually confront other kinds of researchers (McAdams, 1994a).   

Notwithstanding the benefits of conducting such a study, it is pertinent to be mindful of potential 

pitfalls and criticisms.  A discussion of the methodological issues and difficulties requiring consideration 

follows, with the aim of ensuring the quality of the research process is maintained (Stroud, 2004).  Each 

consideration is offered, with the mechanism to overcome its influence, presented.  

5.2   Methodological Considerations in Psychobiographical Research 

        5.2.1   Researcher Bias  

As the psychobiographical approach to research generally involves the long-term, in-depth study of an 

individual, counter-transference is often experienced (Loewenberg, 1969; Stroud, 2004).  Counter-

transference refers to the researcher transferring their particular ways of viewing others, along with 

unconscious strivings developed during childhood, to the subject, thereby distorting the view they have of 

them (Anderson, 1981b).  The effect can be either positive or negative.  Anderson (1981a) and Elms (1988) 

suggest there is a recognised tendency in psychobiographical research to experience complex counter-

transferences.  The researcher may idealise the subject and enjoy the status of being associated with such 

an acclaimed figure.  According to Anderson (1981a) these emotional reactions are usually not deliberate, 

and the author may actually believe that he or she is only identifying and describing the subject’s 

personality.  Erikson (1971) pointed out that the advantage of counter-transference is that a researcher’s 

own reactions can offer an indication of how people interact or interacted with the subject or may feel 

towards the person.  However, the psychobiographer may not understand the source of emotions well 

enough to be able to differentiate between their own and others’ feelings.  It is therefore important that the 

researcher regularly and consistently evaluate their emotions and counter-transference reactions to the 

material and subject. 
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   With the purpose of reducing the difficulty related to the criticism of researcher bias, and to 

decrease counter-transference, the following steps will be employed: 

(1)  Development of empathy for the subject.  This is particularly useful as a safeguard against the inclination 

to be disparaging (Anderson, 1981a). 

(2)  Request close acquaintances and other biographical experts to read the manuscript and comment 

specifically on the psychobiographer’s relationship with the subject (Anderson, 1984b; Schurink, 1988). 

(3)  Analyse emotions regarding Branson.  This is in keeping with Anderson’s (1981a; 1981b) 

recommendation that thoughts and preconceptions should be examined. 

          5.2.2   Reductionism 

          Psychological research is often criticised for being reductionist in approach (Anderson, 1981b).  Elms 

(1994) noted that psychologists who look at people as a bundle of nerve fibres will soon realise that 

reductionism is not the correct method.  The following forms of reductionism appear the most often, e.g. 

1. Runyan (1984) asserted that one form of reductionism in psychobiographies is that psychological    

factors are over-emphasised at the expense of external social and historical factors.  He further 

argued that some psychobiographies do not consider the complex social, historical and cultural 

context within which the individual’s life is embedded, despite the strong influence of culture and 

sub-culture. 

2. Schultz (2005a, p.10) noted a poor strategy of “psychobiography by diagnosis” which involves 

explaining adult character and behaviour exclusively in terms of early childhood experience, thus 

neglecting later processes and influences.  This criticism is referred to as over-pathologising 

(McAdams, 1994a).  According to Elms (1994), the early history of psychobiography was 

predominantly aimed towards a psychoanalytic and psychodynamic understanding of the lives of 

great men, with the focus on pathology and mental illness. Later formative influences were 

neglected in preference for early childhood experiences (Runyan, 1988b; Wallace, 1989).  This 

form of reductionism was identified by Erik Erikson as originology (Anderson, 1981a).  Too much 

emphasis on childhood events and critical periods in childhood developments runs an immense 

risk relating to the contentious issue of continuity and consistency in personality from childhood to 

adulthood (McAdams, 1994a; Wallace, 1989). While childhood is important, it is not the only factor 

to consider.   

3. Pathographic psychobiographies provide critics with the opportunity to say psychobiographies 

focus on pathological processes, rather than on normality and health (Anderson, 1981a; Elms, 

1988, 1994).  It is therefore critical that psychological material used in a study include an 

appreciation of the socio-historical context and culture of the time the subject grew up.  This can 

be achieved through an extensive literature study and by choosing a non-pathological model. To 

achieve this, Elms (1994) suggested a more eugraphic approach in which the psychobiographer 

looks at the process of how the subject becomes and remains psychologically relatively healthy 

(Fouché and Van Niekerk, 2005b). This is due to the fact that pathological models of research focus 
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on a unit of study, reducing the whole person to one or a few behaviours.  Elms (1994) and Howe 

(1997) agree, asserting that the researcher needs to deal with the person as a whole. 

In the current study, Maslow’s theory (1943a, 1970a) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory are applied to 

Branson’s life in order to minimise reductionism.  Neither of the models is pathological or psychoanalytic, 

but rather optimistic, examining whether Branson has managed to achieve aspects of optimal personality 

development in terms of the conceptualization thereof by the theorists.   

To further mitigate the issue of reductionism, the focus will not be on a component of personality or 

stage of development, but rather the subject as a whole, from birth to present.  The only division made will 

be to delineate childhood, adolescence and adulthood to gain clarity in terms of Maslow’s and Adler’s 

conceptualisations.  As argued, the reductionist critique presents several examples of how the direct 

application of a fixed psychological formula to a life does not constitute adequate analysis (Runyan, 1998).  

Anderson (1981a) and Howe (1997) emphasised the importance of studying the whole subject, 

necessitating consideration of complex personality dynamics, and the socio-cultural and temporal context. 

In summary, the criticisms can be further curtailed through the adoption of the following strategies and 

precautions: 

(1)  The use of multiple sources of data collection and analysis (Runyan, 1988a).  This consists of 

synthesising data from multiple sources that converge on a particular explanation.  McAdams (1994b) 

affirms that the psychobiographer should check social and historical sources to attain sufficient evidence 

beyond psychological reductionism. 

(2)  The avoidance of excessive use of psychological jargon (Runyan, 1988a).  Fouché (1999) states that 

technical terms and psychological terminology should be used appropriately and in moderation.  This 

reduces the probability of explaining all events and aspects related to the subject solely in reductionist 

psychological terminology (Anderson, 1981a; Runyan, 1988b). In this way, optimality can be the focus. 

(3)  The avoidance of pathologising the subject through the use of health-orientated approaches (Elms, 

1994).  The eugraphic approach is used herein, in which the psychobiographer plots how the subject 

became and remains psychologically well.  This paradigm of focusing on optimal health rather than 

defective development assists in alleviating pathologising a life.  Elms (1994) asserted that the use of a 

non-pathographic approach reduces the likelihood of originology and over-pathologising. 

(4)  Approaching the subject as a complex, whole person in context (Anderson (1981a; Howe, 1997).  This 

is ensured by understanding the multifaceted personality and socio-historical background of an individual 

as opposed to assuming that any reductionist psychological analysis can capture it (Anderson 1981a; 

Howe, 1997). 

   In the current study, reductionism will be addressed via several strategies, including (a) the use of 

multiple sources to ensure verifiable data and an extensive and thorough literature study, and (b) the use 

of a eugraphic (health-oriented) rather than pathographic (disease/disorder-oriented) paradigm which 
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focuses on optimal rather than defective development.  The use of Maslow’s (1943a, 1970b) and Adler’s 

(1929, 1956) theories will hopefully add value to both the theories and towards an understanding of 

Branson’s personality development toward psychological health.  To avoid the over-use of psychological 

jargon, as suggested by Runyan (1988a), the researcher will use language and theoretical explanations 

carefully, and will, to the best of her ability, have (d) consideration of Branson as a whole and complex 

person, in context. 

   With the use of multiple sources and socio-historical material, as well as constant awareness of 

criticisms and using methods to avoid these, the possibility of conducting a reductionist study of Branson, 

is minimised. 

5.2.3   Cross-Cultural Differences 

   The term culture is most often defined as a system of values, beliefs and practices that characterise 

a particular group. Conducting psychobiographical studies takes the form of cross-cultural research as it is 

assumed the subject’s culture differs from present day culture (Anderson, 1981a; 1981b).  Runyan (1982a, 

p.214) says “psychobiographers and psych historians are criticised for applying a parochial psychological 

theory to individuals of other cultures and historical periods”. The result is that the concepts would not 

necessarily be applicable to the behaviour of the subject, and furthermore, are not cross-culturally sensitive.  

To ameliorate this challenge, Anderson (1981a) recommended extensive, in-depth historical research be 

undertaken to develop a culturally empathic understanding of the subject.  Additionally, Anderson 

suggested psychobiographers adopt an anthropological approach to research involving familiarity with the 

culture from the viewpoint of the people who live in it, especially from the subject’s point of view.  Berg 

(1995) suggested the researcher consult a variety of data, ranging from primary sources (e.g. original 

artefacts and documents) to secondary sources (e.g. published documents, newspaper editorials and 

interviews) to address this issue.  The aim is to gain an in-depth understanding of the individual within his 

or her particular context. 

5.2.4    Cross-Cultural Sensitivity 

   As mentioned, psychobiography, by definition, includes a form of cross-cultural research 

necessitating a process of reducing cultural bias.  In respect of this study, the researcher is aware of the 

cross-cultural nature of the research.  Branson was born into, and was raised in, a socio-historical context 

different from the present research climate and current times.  Also, his context is different to that of the 

researcher.  The application of more recent psychological concepts with consideration of the developmental 

context and behaviour would therefore be inappropriate and culturally insensitive (Anderson, 1981a).  The 

researcher will attend to relevant socio-historical contextual issues.  

5.2.5   Analysing an Absent Subject  

   There is a belief amongst some researchers that the psychobiographer is at a disadvantage to a 

psychotherapist in that the former seldom has direct contact with the subject, resulting in less available 
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information (Stroud, 2004).  In response to the criticism that this suggests interpretation based on 

inadequate evidence, Anderson (1981b) and Runyan (1982a, 1988a) describe a number of advantages 

that the psychobiographer has over the psychotherapist.  Firstly, the psychobiographer has access to a 

broader range of behaviour, over a longer period (Runyan, 1982, 1988).  Secondly, the psychobiographer 

has access to a considerably wider spectrum of sources of information about the subject Anderson (1981a) 

and Runyan (1982a, 1988b).  This can even include expressive creative works by the subject (Runyan, 

1982).  With psychobiographical research, one can make assumptions within the physical context in which 

they exist (Anderson, 1981a).  Anderson (1981a) postulated another advantage held by the 

psychobiographer in that therapeutic limitations do not apply to psychobiography, creating an opportunity 

for a more balanced description.   While a therapist may develop a distorted view due to the focus being on 

maladaptive behavioural facets, the biographer can develop a more holistic perspective of the subject. The 

psychobiographer is therefore well placed to develop a balanced, well-rounded portrait that may include 

aspects of both adaptive and maladaptive behaviour. The advantage of psychobiographical interpretations 

being open to inspection, is allowing for critique of interpretations and the opportunity of presenting 

alternative explanations. With psychotherapy, there is not the opportunity to reflect on material after the fact 

(Runyan, 1982, 1988). 

   To compensate for the absence of Branson, as he does not live in South Africa and is unavailable 

to conduct personal interviews, the researcher sought a solution.  An extensive literature study of public 

documents relating to Branson has been conducted.  Sources include Branson’s autobiography, 

biographies, as well as public documents, newspaper articles, and the internet. 

5.2.6   Elitism and Easy Genre 

   Psychobiographical research has drawn criticism for being elitist and easy.  However, the approach 

is equally suited to studying individuals from any social stratum, with personal characteristics rather than 

social class determining the choice of subject (Runyan, 1988a).  It is true that a superficial biography might 

well be written quickly and easily.  However, a good biography demands in-depth consultation with 

numerous sources, psychological knowledge of the subject’s socio-historical context, and good literary skill 

(Runyan, 1988b).  As a form of case research, it produces data which is voluminous, difficult to organise, 

and easily overwhelming (Cohen & Manion, 1994; Eisenhardt, 1989; Gilgun, 1994). 

   The mechanism applied in the current study to reduce (1) the criticism of elitism and (2) an ‘easy’ 

genre, is, firstly, Branson grew up in a typical British middle class family.  He was by all accounts a normal 

person who lives an extraordinary life.  Further, it is the researcher’s opinion that if carried out with due 

diligence, a psychobiography can be a rich, revealing study of a life.  It is also noted that Branson has 

contributed to society at a global level.  He has contributed to the under-privileged, created employment, 

and continues to display humility in terms of his overall attitude.  Although he has received much media 

attention, no formal psychological study has been conducted. 

   Secondly, concerning the criticism that a psychobiographical study of Branson is an easy genre, 

the contrary can be argued in that the multi-dimensional nature of Branson’s life has made this study 
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complex and academically challenging.  Also, the researcher has to be aware of being respectful toward 

Maslow’s and Adler’s theories, of adding value to their genius, whilst taking into account critical thought.  

The selection of Branson as is based on his personal attributes and unique achievements rather than his 

membership in any social grouping.  The exclusivity criticism therefore does not apply to this research. 

    The criticism that a psychobiography of Branson is an easy undertaking is countered by the sheer 

scope of a project exploring Branson’s vast life.  Researching, documenting and interpreting data is time-

consuming and taxing because of the complexity of his interests and achievements.  The in-depth study of 

biographical material is more challenging by the voluminous variety of material available. 

           5.2.7    Infinite Amount of Biographical Data 

           McAdams (1994a) stated that psychobiographers often find themselves faced with limitless 

information.  The current study will use primary data sources such as Branson’s autobiography, interviews 

and speeches.  The reason is that it is convenient and easy to access material, and allows the researcher 

to cross-check, back reference and engage with the material on a continuing and in-depth basis.  As 

secondary sources of data, existing biographies will be included in the literature study as this will prove 

beneficial in providing a longitudinal and lifespan impression of Branson as a subject.  Anderson (1981a) 

suggested using a split-half approach when dealing with large amounts of information.  This approach 

requires the researcher to divide information into two parts, one of which is used to identify theoretical 

propositions and constructs, while the other investigates the material in order to compare and test the 

theoretical propositions identified in the first body of material. 

    Additionally, Alexander (1988; 1990) provided two approaches to personal data, by which the 

psychobiographer may reduce large amounts of data to a manageable quantity.  One involves sorting raw 

data using nine helpful guidelines (namely primacy, frequency, uniqueness, negation, emphasis, omission, 

error or distortion, isolation and completion), designed to identify salient material that demands further 

scrutiny.  The other involves asking the data a question, a technique used by psychobiographers who sort 

huge amounts of material to answer specific questions. 

           5.2.8   Inflated Expectations 

           This study will be conducted from a psychological perspective, which cannot account for, or explain 

the fullness of Branson’s life.  Further, the researcher will maintain a realistic view of the limitations of the 

psychobiographical approach.  This document provides one of many potential interpretations of Branson’s 

life from a specific theoretical perspective.  The psychobiographer has borne in mind particular limitations.  

Firstly, psychobiographers need to acknowledge that psychological explanations add to other explanations 

and do not replace them (Vorster, 2003).  Secondly, explanations are speculative, not the final word about 

the subject (Anderson, 1981b).  

           5.2.9    Validity and Reliability Criticisms 

           Runyan (1988a) stated the psychobiographical approach has been criticised for the lack of controls 

and difficulty in generalising findings.  These criticisms relate to the trustworthiness of the study, where the 

processes of judging truth and logic in a qualitative study are shaped by the knowledge-generating process.  



89 

 

  

The literature on validity and reliability in case study research proposes the following strategies and 

precautions to pass the test for construct, internal and external validity, and reliability: 

5.2.9.1    Credibility 

    Credibility is perhaps the most important criterion (Krefting, 1991) to establish trustworthiness. It 

requires methodological rigour, the credibility of the researcher and the philosophical belief in the value of 

qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2002).  Credibility can be ensured by spending sufficient time, and doing in-

depth research with relevant material to check for distortions.  Krefting (1991) asserts credibility can be 

enhanced by the integration of loosely connected or atypical data into a logical, holistic picture. 

A critical analysis of multiple sources of data should be conducted.  This can be achieved through 

triangulation.  This endeavour is supported by Rudestam & Newton (1992).  Fouché (1999) concurs.  

Triangulation is a powerful strategy to enhance the quality of research, particularly the credibility (Krefting, 

1991).  Multiplicity minimises the distortion from a single source or biased researcher as data is cross-

checked (Krefting, 1991; Tindall; 1999).  Sokolovsky (1996) identified three types of triangulation, namely 

(1) Data triangulation based on using different sources of data, (2) Investigator triangulation, when research 

is evaluated by several independent researchers, and (3) Methodological triangulation which is based on 

utilising different methods of research. 

             5.2.9.2    Transferability 

    Transferability is the second criterion of trustworthiness, used to judge the extent to which findings 

may be applied to other contexts (De Vos, 2005; Krefting, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Lincoln and Guba 

(1985, 1988) proposed this as an alternative to external validity in recognition that not all qualitative studies 

can be generalised. In the current study, the aim is to generalise the findings to the theory and not to other 

case studies or the larger population. Yin (2003) coined this as analytical generalisation. Anderson (1981b) 

adds that this remains a speculative approach, where interpretations are open to alternative explanations.  

The single case can then be used to determine whether a theory’s propositions are correct and whether 

the applied theory could be further refined (Yin, 2003).  Transferability is thus less significant in 

psychobiographical research where the findings are viewed as being of inherent descriptive worth (Fouché, 

1999; Stroud, 2004), representing one life perspective to be generalised to a theory (Yin, 2003). 

As external generalisation is not the aim of the qualitative approach, the researcher need only 

supply a sufficient database for other researchers to evaluate (Krefting, 1991; Yin, 2003), thus increasing 

reliability. To achieve a level of transferability, thick descriptions, often through triangulation of methods and 

sources should be provided (Krefting, 1991; Rudestam & Newton, 2001) to aid in the interpretation of the 

complex issues addressed.  This allows those stimulated to conduct further research, to make a 

transferability judgement (De Vos, 2005; Krefting, 1991) about the appropriateness of applying the findings 

in other settings. 
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            5.2.9.3    Dependability 

    Dependability is the equivalent of the quantitative criterion of reliability, referring to demonstrating 

that the operations of study, such as data collection procedures, can be repeated with the same results 

(Yin, 2003).  Researchers using this type of qualitative approach should ensure the study is as replicable 

as possible by following a consistent coding scheme (De Vos & Van Zyl, 1998).  By following a consistent 

and easily comprehensive coding system, auditing the themes within the data is enhanced (Rudestam & 

Newton, 2001), thus increasing the dependability of the study. Krefting (1991) argued for a fit between the 

research question, data collection procedures and analysis techniques to present all the interpretive 

elements with purpose and focus. 

    To ensure dependability, Flick (2006) indicated the research process should be documented in 

comprehensive detail – emphasising thick descriptions of procedures used.  To facilitate this process, Yin 

(1994) suggested as many steps as possible be operationalised and a case study protocol specifying all 

the steps, be compiled.  By following a comprehensible and systematic coding procedure, the auditability 

and dependability of the themes extracted is enhanced (Rudestam & Newton, 2001).  This means the data 

is coded so others can understand, and arrive at similar conclusions. 

             5.2.9.4    Confirmability 

    The fourth indicator of trustworthiness is neutrality, indicated through data and interpretational 

confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1988).  Confirmability is the degree to which the findings are a function 

solely of the information and conditions of research, free from researcher bias (De Vos, 2005).  Krefting 

(1991) noted neutrality in data is achieved when credibility and transferability are established.   

    The audit is a major strategy to enhance confirmability and dependability (Krefting, 1991; Yin, 

1994).  According to Yin (1994), a chain of evidence must be produced whereby the process of uncovering 

evidence – through the appropriate consideration of all relevant data – can be traced.  Should this objective 

be achieved, Yin (1994) argued that the construct validity would have been determined and the overall 

quality of the study enhanced.  Krefting (1991) suggested research be audited.  The aim is for an external 

auditor to follow the study’s progression and understand the decision-making process and nature of the 

interpretations (Cresswell, 1998; Flick, 2006; Krefting, 1991; Yin, 1994).  The auditor determines whether 

other researchers, when faced with the data, would draw similar conclusions (Krefting, 1991).  Further 

suggestions are the use of reflexive analysis and triangulation to test the strength of ideas, guard against 

bias and ensure accurate evaluation of findings (Krefting, 1991; Taylor, 1999).  

             5.2.9.5    Construct Validity 

Construct validity refers to establishing correct operational measures for the concepts being studied 

(Yin, 2003).  The researcher has selected and clearly conceptualised the specific constructs to be studied.  

This has been done comprehensively, and in relation to the original objectives of the study.  The clear 
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conceptualisation of concepts or variables increases the researcher’s ability and clarity of the indicators or 

constructs requiring operationalisation during data collection (Yin, 2003). 

            5.2.10   Ethical Issues 

Psychobiographers are required to consider and resolve ethical issues that may negatively impact the 

study.  The first issue relates to choosing a suitable subject.  Elms (1994) stated an important question 

arises while planning a psychobiography.  That is, should the study be conducted on living or deceased 

subjects?  Other issues are also pertinent - such as what kind of data is permissible to use (i.e. archival 

material only, only what the family views as suitable, or all kinds of available material), and the manner in 

which the psychobiographer wants the material to be presented. 

    Runyan (1984) noted ethical considerations which include the invasion of privacy, and the potential 

embarrassment or harm to the subject or relatives and associates should be taken.  There are limited 

guidelines to the ethics involved in psychobiographies.  Elms (1994) compared psychobiographers to 

journalists, thus being justified in commencing research on individual lives.  To alleviate ethical issues, this 

study obtained information in the public domain, and therefore Branson, his relatives and associates have 

been protected from the possible harmful or embarrassing consequences that unpublished private and 

sensitive information could cause.  The researcher has developed the necessary empathy to respect 

Branson and information regarding his life.  It is further noted that the study focuses on optimal health and 

positive features rather than seeking to pathologise Branson’s personality and/or person. 

  Elms (1994) stated that every psychobiography requires some degree of ethical justification, but 

described a lack of clear guidelines for psychobiographers.  According to Elms (1994), the American 

Psychological Association has not produced any guidelines pertaining to psychobiography whilst the 

American Psychiatric Association’s long-standing (since 1976) guidelines for this approach are somewhat 

vague.  According to the 1976 APA Guidelines (Elms, 1994): 

(1)  Psychobiographies may be done on deceased persons, who have no surviving relatives close enough 

to be embarrassed by unsavoury revelations, and (2)   Permission should be obtained to undertake a study 

where the subject is still alive. Verbal permission was obtained in May 2011 from the Virgin Communications 

Office in London.   

An exception was provided for by the Association; Psychobiographies may be written on significant 

figures, when their personality formation needs to be understood to carry out national policy more 

effectively.  Elms (1994) contributed several guidelines to the above criteria.  Firstly, he rules out the 

dishonest use of biographical data.  Secondly, he suggests it is unacceptable to emphasise aspects of life 

history and personality which have no clear connection to an individual’s performance in a specific life area, 

for example, in their careers as politicians.  Thirdly, he labels speculation beyond the range of available 

data, and presentation of findings as conclusive, unacceptable.  In a final guideline, Elms (1994) 

discriminates between politicians and non-politicians.  He explains that for the purposes of his own 

research, he does not view psychobiography based on relevant evidence as unethical interference.  He 
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bases his argument on the fact that politicians “hold themselves up for public inspection” (Elms, 1994, 

p.252), legitimising the scrutiny of competitors, journalists, and psychobiographers alike.  In the case of 

non-politicians, Elms does not engage in a psychobiographical activity that may interfere with the subject’s 

profession.  Elms (1994, p. 255) states “ethical psychobiography does not just avoid the unethical; it adds 

to our understanding of ourselves and other human beings”. 

    The aforementioned methodological issues were considered in this study of Branson. It is important 

to note that the guidelines make no significant reference to confidentiality in psychobiographical studies.  

However, Elms (1994) suggested that all intimate knowledge be treated and documented with respect.  

Furthermore, Elms (1994) indicated that every psychobiography needs to be justified ethically to some 

degree. 

Psychobiography has numerous advantages, including the fact that a judicious choice of materials permits 

the researcher to consider various socio-historical contexts, avoid the inconveniences of “informed consent” 

from the subject, and to achieve a degree of consensual validation beyond the best hopes of clinical case 

studies (Carlson, 1988).         

    Finally, the study has only drawn on public resources.  The ethical issue is further addressed 

through using a positive focus on health versus pathography.  

5.3    Conclusion 

    The methodological challenges and limitations associated with psychobiographical studies have 

been addressed in this chapter, with solutions offered.  In the following chapter, the Research Design and 

Methodology of this psychobiographical study of Branson is elaborated upon. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

6.1    Chapter Preview 

    This chapter sets out the aims and objectives of the study, after which the choice of research 

subject is explained.  Following an exploration of the research design and method, the matters of data 

collection, extraction and analysis procedures are outlined and discussed.  The important strategy of 

reflexivity in qualitative research is then introduced.    In explaining all the aspects of the design and method, 

it is anticipated that the technical aspects of the study will be clarified. 

6.2    Research Aims and Objectives 

   The primary aim of the study was to examine the life of Branson in terms of Maslow’s (1954, 1970) 

theory of optimal personality development, and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual psychology.  The 

study combined both inductive and deductive traditions.  The inductive objective reflects the exploratory-

descriptive nature of the study in that it involved the in-depth exploration and thick description (Geertz, 

1973) of an individual case situated within a specific socio-historical context (Edwards, 1990; Yin, 1994).  

The deductive aspect of the study is reflected in the informal testing of the content of the theories.  This 

objective reflects the descriptive-dialogic nature of the study, which involves a process of informally 

validating or disconfirming theoretical propositions and conceptualisations by comparing research findings 

with the expected outcomes or the theoretical model Edwards, 1990; Fouché, 1999).  The approach thus 

involves a dialogue (Edwards, 1990) between the exploratory-descriptive findings and the theoretical 

concepts and propositions.  The principles of analytic generalisation were used to operationalise the 

informal testing of the theoretical model (Cavaye, 1996; McLeod, 1994; Yin, 2003).  Green (2006) supports 

this, pointing out the ‘dialogue’ between the exploratory-descriptive aspect and the conceptualisations and 

theoretical suppositions of theory be encouraged.  This allows for the motivations, characteristics and 

aspects of Branson’s life that contributed to his extraordinary accomplishments, to be revealed. 

    At a secondary level, the aim is to use the findings to motivate those who experience hopelessness 

and challenges, to focus on hope and the possibilities for personal growth.  In respect of the field of 

psychology, the aim is to nurture the shift from the study of dis-ease to factors that contribute to 

psychological health, as both theories emanate from a more healthy psychology, with Adler being called 

the grandfather of positive psychology. At a micro level, for us to be more aware of the vast impact a family 

can have on a child growing up in a family.  From birth order, to family dynamics, one can assist parents or 

caregivers to be conscious of influencing factors.  Further, at a macro level, the researcher believes that 

through studying a subject such as Branson, not only individuals, but communities can identify key aspects 

for social and economic change.  This will be the goal particularly in the South African context, where the 

effects of colonisation and poverty still permeate the lives of the majority of its people.   
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    Academically, the aim is to add to the body of psychobiographical research in South Africa, 

particularly at the University Fort Hare (UFH).       

6.3    The Psychobiographical Research Subject 

    Case studies are typically directed at gaining an understanding of the uniqueness and 

idiosyncrasies of a particular individual in all its complexity (Huysamen, 1994).   This form of study 

advocates the need for research on greatness, exemplary lives and exceptional figures (Elms 1994; Howe, 

1997; Runyan, 1982a; Schultz, 2005a; Simonton, 1994). Psychobiographical case study research provides 

the perfect opportunity for the systematic analysis of a life (Carlson, 1988; Huysamen, 1994; McAdams, 

1994) in order to conceptualise the individual’s experiences and develop idiographic interpretations 

(Runyan, 1983). Studying the lives of extra-ordinary individuals also provides a scientific approach to 

understanding the various influences and developmental contexts within which the person resides (Howe, 

1997).  Roberts (2002) expands, asserting that psychobiographies account for life experiences within the 

contemporary cultural and structural settings, with the added merit of aiding the task of understanding major 

social shifts, by including how new experiences are interpreted by individuals within families, small groups 

and institutions.   

    A non-probability sampling procedure, purposive sampling, was employed to select the 

psychobiographical subject.  In purposive sampling, the researcher’s judgment is particularly prominent in 

determining the characteristic attributes desired to ensure the richness of data (Strydom & Delport, 2005).  

Neuman (2003) noted that purposive sampling is effective in conjunction with case study research where 

the case is (a) especially unique; (b) a part of a difficult-to-reach or specialised population; or (c) where the 

study’s purpose is less to generalise than to gain a deeper understanding of a type or specific individual.  

A pilot literature search revealed Branson to be such an individual.  He is enigmatic and controversial; his 

life both inspires and fascinates.  McLeod (1994) noted the results yielded from the study of an individual 

should also enable some feature of a theory to be confirmed or refuted.  The literature review highlighted 

that Branson appears to have theoretical significance and applicability to Maslow’s (1954, 1970) and Adler’s 

(1929) theories.  Thus, Branson was selected on the basis of interest value to the researcher, who wanted 

to gain a greater understanding of his motivations, as these are unclear from a psychological perspective. 

A further interest in Branson derived from the researcher’s belief that his achievements can be used as 

motivators for those who find themselves in difficult circumstances.  The researcher is aware of conflicting 

opinions about Branson, with some viewing him as a role model and inspiration, and others as a maverick 

and hedonist.  The literature review revealed that no literature has captured the holistic nature of Branson’s 

personality, or adopted a formalised academic-psychological focus.  However, there is a plethora of 

newspaper, magazine and entrepreneurial journal articles, biographical and autobiographical material and 

interviews available.  Branson’s successes are used to aid to budding entrepreneurs and adventurers.  He 

also has an active website which is utilised globally by those interested in interacting with him on a plethora 
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of issues, including business, sport, global difficulties such as poverty, HIV and AIDS, ethnic and other 

warfare, and adventure.   

6.4    Research Design 

    The study of Branson is qualitative wherein interpretations are made with a view to explore the 

person-in-context at a meaningful level.  Interpretation in a qualitative study means to assign significance 

or a coherent meaning (Josselson, 1995; Neuman, 2003), reflecting the way the individual being studied 

views the world and situations. As an iterative process, qualitative research expounds and describes the 

relationships between people, objects and situations in order to elicit the meanings attributed to them 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Rudestam & Newton, 2001), creating elasticity in the design. The researcher 

focuses on description and explanation, and all design decisions ultimately relate to these acts. 

    The present research is in the form of a single-case psychobiographical study (Fouché, 1999).  The 

single case design is used to test, clarify, confirm, challenge or extend the propositions of a theory, 

particularly against a unique individual (Yin, 2003).  A single-case interpretive research method (Schultz, 

2001a; Yin, 2003) was adopted.  Elms (1994), refers to this approach as qualitative-morphogenic, in which 

the subject’s characteristics are highlighted in a holistic manner rather than in terms of isolated events.  The 

emphasis thereby falls on the uniqueness of the whole person, instead of the individuality encountered in 

single elements (Runyan, 1988a).  

This qualitative study can further be described as exploratory-descriptive and descriptive-dialogic 

in nature (Edwards, 1990).  The exploratory-descriptive nature refers to the provision of a rich and accurate 

description of Branson’s personality and provides an in-depth understanding of his individual case within a 

socio-historical context (Edwards, 1990; Gilgun, 1994; Neuman, 2003).  The descriptive-dialogic nature 

refers to the faithful portrayal and description of a phenomenon and to the clarification and testing of the 

content of a specific theory (Edwards, 1990; Martin, 1996; McLeod, 1994), such as the theories highlighted 

in this study. 

    By applying the selected psychological concepts to Branson’s life as a singular case, a dialogue is 

created between the exploratory-descriptive findings and the theoretical concepts and propositions for 

analytical generalisation.   McAdams (1998) proposed this type of design as a means of inquiry into an 

individual case through the systematic use of psychological theory to coherently reconstruct and reinterpret 

a life through an illuminating narrative that contributes to knowledge and theory building. 

6.5    Research Method 

    The method employed in psychobiographical research may be described as qualitative-

morphogenic in nature (Elms, 1994).  This entails the conceptualisation of individuality within the nomothetic 

and idiographic approaches (Elms, 1994; Runyan, 1983; Wallace, 1989).  This method and its 

complementary single-case design emphasise the individuality of the whole person (Elms, 1994; Runyan, 

1982b; 1983; Schultz, 2005a) through the holistic, qualitative description and interpretation of a single, time-
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bound socio-historical entity. 

   The qualitative method of psychobiographical research presents the researcher with numerous 

challenging obstacles (Fouché, 1999).  These were discussed in Chapter 5 as Preliminary Methodological 

Considerations that the researcher identified, recognised and attempted to address. It is not the aim of this 

study to generalise findings to the greater population but to Maslow’s (1970) theory and Adler’s (1929) of 

personality development.  New conceptual insights can be gained during the collection, interpretation and 

the presentation of the research (Roberts, 2002) 

6.6    Data Collection Procedures 

   The basic units of analysis in this study are biographical and autobiographical published materials 

collected in accordance with the primary aim of the study. The selection of materials sourced was made on 

the basis of available published material, the variety of authors, and reliability of the source.  The use of 

only published materials was due to ethical reasons.  Both primary and secondary sources of data were 

collected.  Primary sources are documents produced by the subject (Babbie & Mouton, 2001; Plummer, 

1983; Strydom & Delport, 2005), including excerpts from interviews.  Secondary sources included 

biographical literature produced by others that focused on Branson’s life, development, personality and 

individuality. Green (2006) advocated the use of published materials in psychobiographical studies as they 

are (a) stable sources of data that can be repeatedly viewed, (b) useful for verifying dates and the correct 

spelling of names and titles, (c) relatively accessible, (d) a means of corroborating information from other 

sources, and (e) convenient for the researcher to access in his or her own time.  Analysing and interpreting 

biographical data allowed the researcher to engage with an inaccessible and enigmatic subject at a deeper 

level.  In collecting written and published materials, author bias may be implicit, possibly compromising the 

credibility of the material.  To overcome author bias and enhance the internal validity and objectivity of the 

study, multiple sources of published materials were collected and consulted (Krefting, 1991; Willig, 2001; 

Yin, 2003).  Triangulation, as briefly discussed in Chapter 2, is the use of different types of measures, or 

data collection techniques, to examine the same variable (Neuman, 2006).  The triangulation of data 

sources (Neuman, 2003; Tindall, 1999) in this study, therefore aided the process of data corroboration.  

However, it was difficult due to the scarcity of information regarding Branson’s childhood apart from his 

autobiography (1998) and that of his mother (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  A further difficulty is that Branson 

has largely written books from his singular perspective.   

  The collection of published data sources on Branson was conducted via the Internet as well as the 

information-system services in the library at the University of Fort Hare (UFH).  The researcher also 

purchased a number of books, including Branson’s autobiography, biographies and entrepreneurship 

books.  The diversity of data sources collected is indicated in the Reference List.  The advantage of fully 

documenting all the data sources is that it enhances the study’s reliability during the data collection phase 

(Fouché, 1999; Krefting, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This has the further advantage of providing other 

researchers with an existing database that can be assessed for later inspection (Yin, 2003).  To further 
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prevent and overcome distorted interpretations of the literature, reflexivity and investigator triangulation, 

Professor Dirk Odendaal provided comments and feedback on data collection and analysis procedures. 

    Through the collection of data, the researcher aimed to construct a cogent narrative by eliciting an 

underlying coherence and contextually congruent narrative, thus rendering it psychologically meaningful.  

The following is a discussion regarding the data extraction and analysis procedures following the collection 

of data:  

6.7   Data Extraction and Analysis Procedures 

    A human life is a dynamic collaboration of events across a lifespan that contribute to the full view 

of the person of interest.  There are certain events in an individual’s life that are judged central or defining 

– and combined, form a major component of personality (Schultz, 2005b).  The more ambiguous and 

complex the personality, the more complicated the task to nuance.  Data in qualitative research is most 

often in the form of textual narrative which can be analysed by extracting emergent themes or constructs 

(Creswell, 1994; Schurink, 1998).  Qualitative data analysis emphasizes the words and phrases in a 

subject’s vocabulary that capture and elucidate meaning (Creswell, 1998; Neuman, 2003).   

Built into qualitative research design is a system of checks and balances that includes remaining 

in a particular setting over time, and capturing and interpreting the meaning in an individual’s life.   This is 

seen by some theorists as a difficult task confronting the psychobiographer, being the examination, 

extraction, categorisation and analysis of the collected materials (Alexander, 1988, 1990; Fouché, 1999; 

McAdams, 1994a; Schultz, 2005b).   

    Although complex, by remaining in a setting over time, the researcher has the opportunity to use 

data triangulation to some extent.   The qualitative researcher is thus able to capture the lived experience 

of the subject to understand their meaning perspective.  In qualitatively interpreting documents or the text 

of spoken words or behaviour, the researcher must ideally learn about the individual’s motivations.  Adler 

(1929, p.5) believed that one must be “in possession of an intimate knowledge of the whole individual, so 

that an understanding of one part becomes possible only after we have understood the whole”.  The 

adequacy of interpretation is therefore evidenced by the researcher’s data immersion producing a profound 

understanding of the data and its interrelationships (Krefting, 1991).   

    The focus of data analysis is examining, categorising, tabulating, or otherwise recombining 

evidence.  Yin (2004) agreed that analysing case study evidence is especially difficult because the 

strategies and techniques have not been well defined in the past.  Expanding, he asserted that every 

analysis should start with a general analytical strategy which will provide priorities on what needs analysing.  

In keeping with Yin’s (2004) proposed strategies, the data has been analysed by incorporating aspects of 

the general approach proposed by Huberman and Miles (2000), and Alexander’s (1988; 1990) method.  Yin 

(2004) suggested the data be approached from a general analytical stance and proposed two types of 
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general strategies: (a) data analysis is guided by the theoretical approach and objective of the study, and 

(b) that a case description developed.        

    The first enables the researcher to selectively focus on certain data while disregarding other data, 

requiring the researcher to ask the data questions to provide answers to, or insight into, the objectives of 

the study and the content of the theoretical approach used (Fouché, 1999).   

Another guideline suggested is that whenever a theme in the material is noted, acts and statements 

should be compared with one another to establish whether there is a concept that could unite them.  As 

different themes are identified, underlying similarities are sought.  In conducting a psychobiography, the 

researcher is faced with the task of trying to reduce the amount of data taken in, while gathering still more.  

The idea is to focus much of the data collection on emergent themes or constructs, while still collecting 

additional data.  However, this process of ongoing analysis is inflationary, because the more one 

investigates, the more layers of the setting one discovers (Huberman & Miles, 2000).  To alleviate this 

challenge, Huberman and Miles (2000) defined ‘data management’ pragmatically as the operations needed 

for a systematic, coherent process of data collection, storage and retrieval.  These operations are aimed at 

ensuring (a) high-quality, accessible data, (b) documentation of just what analyses have been carried out, 

and (c) retention of data and associated analyses after the study is complete.  The general approach 

proposed by Huberman and Miles advocates a predetermined analytical strategy to enhance the reliability 

of the findings, and suggested that analysing data includes three linked sub-processes (i.e. data reduction, 

data display and conclusion drawing or verification), which occur throughout the research process.  These 

sub-processes occur interactively (a) before data is collected, (b) during the research design and planning 

phase, (c) during the process of data collection as interim and early analyses are carried out, and (d) after 

data collection, as final products are approached and completed.  A more detailed description of each of 

these sub-processes follows: 

6.7.1    Data Reduction is the process by which the potential universe of data can be reduced in 

keeping with the objectives of the study.  Initial data reduction occurs through the careful choice of a 

conceptual framework, the formulation of appropriate research question(s) and selection of the case(s) 

(Huberman & Miles, 2000). 

    In this psychobiographical study, Maslow’s (1970a) theory and Adler’s (1956) theory were selected 

for the exploration and description of human motivation in the life of Branson.  Miles & Huberman (1994, 

p.37) view a conceptual framework as “the current version of the researcher’s map of the territory being 

investigated,”, and cautioned that the framework may change as the study evolves.  By adopting a tentative 

conceptual framework, the researcher is bound regarding what will be studied.  Once other data becomes 

available, data summaries, coding, finding themes, clustering, and writing stories form instances of further 

data selection and condensation. 
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    According to Yin (2009), theoretical approaches can be used during data collection, and afterwards 

as data is organised and analysed, to guide the determination of the relevance of the data in meeting the 

primary aim of the study.  Following Alexander’s (1988, 1990) approach of questioning the data, core-

identifying themes, scripts or units linked to the aim of the study can be identified.  In this study, the following 

general question was used to approach the collected data: 

Which section of the data will allow for the exploration and description of the components of optimal 

personality development as reflected in the life of Richard Branson? 

    In answering this question, the constructs required must be conceptualised and operationalised.  

This has been achieved through a comprehensive theoretical and literature review of the framework of 

Maslow’s theory in Chapter 3, in which definitions and descriptions of the contents and characteristics of 

the concepts were discussed.  This guided the researcher in determining relevance, thus assisting in data 

reduction. 

    In this study, the strategy of developing a descriptive framework was used to organise and integrate 

the psychobiographical data obtained (Yin, 2004).  The strategy was used to record, conceptualise and 

operationalise the characteristics of optimal development of Branson.  Once data related to salient aspects 

of Branson’s life was identified, it was recorded and conceptualised within a systematic descriptive 

framework, based on Maslow’s (1954, 1970) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) conceptualisation of personality 

development.   

6.7.2    Data Display is an organised, concise assembly of information permitting conclusion 

drawing and/or action-taking as a second integral part of the analysis.  To facilitate the accurate display of 

data, the researcher needs to see, as a basis, a reduced set of data, to facilitate meaning (Huberman & 

Miles, 1994).  More focused displays may include structured summaries, synopses (Fischer & Wertz, 1975), 

vignettes (Erikson, 1986), network-like or other diagrams (Carney, 1990; Galdwin, 1989; Strauss, 1987; 

Werner & Schoepfle, 1987a), or matrices with texts rather than numbers in the cells (Eisenhardt, 1989a; 

1989b; Miles & Huberman, 1984; 1994). 

    To get to this point, the researcher’s efforts to remain systematic and consistent during the process 

of data analysis will be aided by using nine identifiers of data salience.  During this process the data will be 

cross-referenced, because the process of theoretical triangulation (i.e. corroborating information through 

the use of multiple sources of data), allows for more valid results through the indication of unique or 

contradictory information.  A form of investigator triangulation was employed, in that the promoter of the 

study, Professor Dirk Odendaal, provided comment and feedback.   

6.7.3    Conclusion Drawing and Verification includes the researcher making interpretations, and 

drawing meaning from the displayed data in the descriptive frameworks as they pertain to Maslow’s 

characteristics of optimal development.  Numerous strategies can be applied, including comparisons, noting 
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patterns and themes, use of metaphors, clustering, use of triangulation, and checking results obtained with 

respondents (Huberman & Miles, 1994).  Many accounts of this aspect demonstrate there is a multiple, 

iterative set of tactics in play (Chelser, 1987).  We can speak of “data transformation” as information that is 

condensed, clustered, sorted, and linked over time (Gherardi & Turner, 1987).   

    A similar method for the analysis of personal data was developed by Alexander (1988, 1990).  

Alexander proposed markers or indicators of salience as a method to sift, sort and extract relevant material 

from the large collection of data.  “The more global questions are likely to be raised in psychobiographical 

studies where some salience indicators are likely to point out known but unexplained aspects of a life 

(Alexander, 1990, p. 36).  The nine indicators are based on strategies used in psychoanalysis; thus, some 

Freudian concepts.  Elms (1994) stated the list of salience indicators appealed to him as individual items 

and as a complete list and that he has been able to identify virtually every one of the salience indicators in 

his own work over the years.  

These indicators were employed in this study in order to focus on and pinpoint psychologically significant 

information.  Specific examples of the salience indicators from Branson’s life are highlighted (Appendix I, 

p. 248). 

      6.7.4    Alexander’s Guidelines for the extraction of salient data 

a)   Uniqueness 

Refers to that which is singular or odd.  Alexander (1988; 1990) cited that in invoking the criterion of 

uniqueness, the various baselines with which examined material is being compared, be considered, since 

uniqueness can be observed in the deviances from the generally accepted language, and in assumptions 

about what is viewed as normal.  These baselines tend to stem from general cultural expectations.  Schultz 

(2005b) indicated this indicator as material considered unprecedented or singular by the subject.  Material 

may stand out due to oddity or even its unrelatedness regardless of whether the subject draws attention to 

the material in speech or writing (Schultz, 2002).  Uniqueness may also be indicated not so much by the 

event itself, but by the subject’s response to it (Alexander, 1988). 

(b) Frequency 

This refers to repetition of information.  Frequency is related to importance and certainty surrounding a 

particular occurrence.  That is, frequently reported occurrences are often an indication of increasing 

certainty surrounding the occurrence and its significance.  Although monotony may decrease awareness 

or perceived importance of a message, the significance should be investigated (Elms, 1994).  Schultz 

(2005b) suggested psychobiographers should focus on their subject’s obsessions, which he argued 

fundamentally reveal important stories.  In many instances, frequency may be an expression of powerful 

conscious value schema” (Alexander, 1988, p. 270-271).   

(c) Primacy 



101 

 

  

Refers to the link that is made between the concept of first and most important.  “First” is a commonly 

encountered metaphor in language and is often seen as the “cornerstone” upon which a structure is built.  

In psychotherapy, the first few moments of any communication are seen as crucial to unravel what ensues 

and in writing, paragraphs are begun with a topic sentence whose meaning is elaborated in the sentences 

that follow (Alexander, 1990; Fouché & van Niekerk, 2005b).  Elms (1994) considered early memories, first 

experiences and an autobiography’s introductory remarks worthy of special attention.  These provide the 

foundation upon which further communication is built and an initial sense of the themes that may emerge 

(Schultz, 2005b).   

(d) Negation 

Refers to that which is turned into the opposite or denied (Alexander, 1988; Elms, 1994).  A subject’s 

perception of who he is, is as important as his emphasis on who he is not (Elms, 1994).  Negation 

statements are often indicators of possibly repressed or unconscious material (Alexander, 1988; Fouché & 

van Niekerk, 2005b) or ‘truths’ that the person wants others to believe – or wants to believe himself (Elms, 

1994).  Essentially, the subject is “protesting too much” (Schultz, 2005b, p.47) against a psychological or 

biographical fact.  It is this disavowal – that may be a confirmation of its opposite – that raises further inquiry.   

(e) Emphasis 

Refers to information unduly stressed or noticeably underscored.  Alexander (1988, 1990) noted that 

information may be overemphasized, underemphasized or the emphasis misplaced.  The 

psychobiographer must be aware when a mundane event is afforded excessive attention; when a major life 

experience is glossed over with deficient comment; or when irrelevancy is stressed with undue force (Elms, 

1994; Schultz, 2005b), respectively.  This indicator may also occur where there is misplaced emphasis.  

For example, when the subject focused on the humorous in an essentially tragic or traumatic event. 

(f) Error or Distortion 

This refers to the occurrence of mistakes in whichever form.  These may include factual errors, such as 

time, place or person distortions.  Alexander (1988; 1990) indicated error or distortion may point out 

important hidden motives.  While one cannot analyse or ascribe meaning to every little error, Schultz 

suggested errors should be treated as “provisionally meaningful” (2005b, p. 47) until convinced otherwise.   

(g) Isolation  

Refers to the presence of mistakes, often related to person, place or time (Schultz, 2005b).  From a 

psychoanalytic perspective, errors may highlight hidden motives or conflicts (Alexander, 1988; Elms, 1994) 

that beg closer attention.  A useful question to ask is: “Does this really make sense?”  Elms (1994) referred 

to this criteria as the “Come again?” criteria, and Schultz referred to it as the “sore thumb” clue since 

“isolated material simply and jarringly, stick out” (2005b, p. 46).  Schultz (2005b) also stated that the task 

of the psychobiographer, when encountering isolated material, is to “restore the link between the isolated 
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fragment and the web of unconscious ideas from which it stands” (p. 46). Since, without the link, the clue 

cannot serve its optimal purpose, which is uncovering meaning. 

(h) Omission 

Refers to what is missing – especially expected content (Schultz, 2005b).  Elms (1994) called this the 

‘Sherlock Holmes’ rule whereby questioning what is missing, a vital clue in the puzzle of the whole life may 

be identified.  He used the example of why C.J. Jung hardly mentioned his wife and never mentioned his 

close collaborator, Toni Wolff in his autobiography, and suggested that these would be important questions 

for the psychobiographer to take note of (Elms, 1994). 

The nature of the omission must be investigated for its repetitive properties (Alexander, 1990).  Alexander 

(1988, 1990) noted that in favouring rich descriptions of actions or events, affect is most often neglected in 

biographical data.  Omissions may include significant figures in autobiographical writings or the omission 

of an expected affective response to an event (Alexander, 1988; Schultz, 2002).   

(i) Incompleteness 

Refers to that which has not been finished.  This can often be seen when closure has not been achieved 

(Alexander, 1988; Elms, 1994), or a topic is introduced and then abruptly terminated and the subject fails 

to see a thought through to the end (Alexander, 1990; Schultz, 2002, 2005b).  The outcome lacks an 

explanatory means-end relationship (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2005b), that is, one is left with the distinct 

impression that an essential aspect required to understand the person, is lacking.  Schultz (2005b) 

described instances of incompletion as avoidance of certain thoughts or actions and any associated 

potentially negative emotional consequences. 

6.7.4.2   Questioning the Data 

    Alexander’s (1988, 1990) second technique of data analysis involves asking the data questions 

based on the theoretical approach applied to the study.  This technique facilitates sorting large amounts of 

information to obtain answers to specific questions that are operationalised within the theoretical paradigm.  

This assists in unravelling the intricacies of the subject’s worldview that data was not necessarily designed 

to reveal.  Core themes are thus highlighted in accordance with the objectives of the study. 

The following questions were asked of the data: 

 (a) What body or section of the data will allow for the exploration and description of optimal personality 

development as reflected in the life of Branson? 

    To answer this question, the constructs of optimal personality development must be conceptualised 

and operationalised.  This was accomplished through a comprehensive theoretical and literature review of 

the Maslow’s theory, wherein clear definitions and descriptions of the contents and characteristics of the 

theory were discussed. 

 (b) To what extent does the data regarding features of optimal development as reflected in the life of 
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Branson, compare with Maslow’s (1954, 1970b) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) conceptualisations of the fully 

developed human being? 

    To address this question, the relationship between each theoretical framework and the collected 

data must be facilitated.  Firstly, the extent to which the theoretical constructs are evidenced in Branson’s 

life requires determination through a careful analysis of the category-specific organised data.  Secondly, 

ways need to be identified in which the findings can be generalised to the applied theory (analytic 

generalisation) by comparing the case data to the theory in a process of informal testing.  This process is 

valuable, as it may generate hypotheses about the theory which could lead to further development of the 

theoretical framework. 

    Huberman & Miles (1994) also emphasised the importance of data verification, cautioning that if it 

does not take place during the process of data analysis, some of the following shortcomings could occur: 

(a) data overload, leading to admissions or the overweighting of certain findings, (b) salience of first 

impressions or dramatic incidents, (c) selectivity in data, especially when attempting to confirm a finding, 

(d) co-occurrences interpreted as correlations or causal relationships, (e) false base-rate proportions; 

extrapolation of the number of total instances from those observed, (f) unreliability of information from 

certain sources, and (g) over-accommodation of information which questioned tentative hypotheses. 

    Finally, in order to ensure internal validity, Guba (1981) described strategies that can be employed 

to ensure that qualitative results remain trustworthy.  These include credibility (or confidence that the subject 

has accurately been described), dependability (or accounting for changes in the research topic or design 

as the context becomes clearer to the researcher) and confirmability (or the fact that research results could 

be confirmed by another researcher).  Case study research does not use statistical inference, and according 

to Runyan (1988a), the most widespread criticism of idiographic studies is that it is difficult to generalise 

from them.  Therefore, external validity is established by a logical process as mentioned earlier, termed 

“analytical generalization” (Yin, 1994, p. 3), where the case study researcher, such as the 

psychobiographer, does not necessarily aim at generalising to other case studies or to the larger population, 

but generalises the findings to the particular theory adopted in the study.  The way data is stored and 

retrieved for analysis is at the heart of data management.  Without a clear working scheme, data can be 

miscoded, mislabelled, miss-linked, and mislaid (Wolfe, 1992).  In this study, the methodological 

considerations, and data collection and data analysis procedures, appear to be sound, and therefore 

trustworthy findings are presumed. 

The nine identifiers of salience provided the researcher with guidelines to reflect on the collected 

material in a consistent and systematic fashion (Alexander, 1988, 1990; Fouché, 1999).  By following the 

guidelines to extract salient data and asking questions related to the theoretical perspectives and research 

aim, the researcher attempted to establish a consistent analytic approach to enhance the study’s 

trustworthiness (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2005b). The researcher further developed a conceptual framework 

as a matrix of categories wherein to contextualize the information and facilitate data analysis towards a 
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greater understanding of the psychobiographical subject.  The use of systematic model based on the 

applied theory served to enhance the auditability of the study (Fouché, 1999). 

In pursuit of thoroughness and utilizing more information than only the direct communications of 

the subject (whether in his own writing or interviews), the researcher also utilized a model for investigating 

the life story proposed by McAdams (Kővary, 2011, p. 754).  This model represents an additional way in 

which the data can reveal itself and allow for the use of information gathered from sources other than direct 

communications or productions from the subject.  The model is discussed in the following section and 

specific examples extracted from Branson’s life utilising this model, are presented in Appendix I, p. 248. 

6.7.5    McAdam’s Life Story Model 

McAdams (1996), a personality psychologist, developed a model for investigating personality 

development.  The model consists of investigating an individual on three levels, the third level proposing a 

model for investigating the life, and begging the question ‘what is a good life story’?  The story of a life is 

used to gather information regarding that individual.  While the aim of this study is not a study of personality 

development per se of Branson, the researcher is of the opinion that McAdams (1996) approach may be 

applied with equal success in this psychobiographical endeavour in order to investigate the life of Branson 

in greater detail.  The third level of McAdams model will, in the researcher’s opinion, add more credence 

and substance to the study.   

McAdams (1996) proposed examining the life story by answering five questions, as follows: (a) what is 

a life story?  This question focuses on the structure and content of a life story, (b) what does a life story do?  

This question focuses on the function of a life story, (c) How does a life story change over time?  This 

question focuses on the development of the life story, (d) what kinds of life stories are there?  This question 

focuses on individual differences in a life story, and (e) what is a good life story?  This question focuses on 

issues of mental health and wellness.  Each of the questions is discussed in turn in the following section. 

a) What is a life story? 

This question refers to the structure and content of a life story.  McAdams (1996) suggested that adult life 

stories be examined and understood in terms of the following features: 

1. Narrative tone.  Narrative tone implies the overall emotional tone or attitude in the life story “ranging 

from hopeless pessimism to boundless optimism” (McAdams, 1996, p. 308). 

2. Imagery.  This feature refers to the narrative ‘feel’ created by the word pictures of a life story. 

3. Themes.  “Themes convey the human motivation – what characters want, what they strive to get 

and avoid over time” (McAdams, 1996, p. 308). 

4. Ideological setting.  This future relates to the individual’s religious, political and ethical beliefs and 

values as well as an account of how those beliefs and values were formed. 
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5. Nuclear episodes.  The scenes that draw attention to themselves and stand out in a life story may 

be called nuclear episodes (McAdams, 1996).  These are specific and consequential scenes in a 

life history (McAdams, 2001) and include the high points, low points, beginning points, ending 

points and turning points in the life story (McAdams, 1996, 2001). 

6. Imagoes.  In a life story, the main character may appear in various different forms, each identifying 

particular aspects of the main character (McAdams, 1996, 2001).  These imagoes often “personify 

the narrative theme” (McAdams, 1996, p. 309).   One may be able to identify between two and five 

main imagoes in an adult life story (McAdams, 1996).  These imagoes “…seem to reflect more 

clearly contemporary culture, including the implicit character models a society lays out for the good 

or appropriate life” (McAdams, 1996, p. 309). 

7. Endings and the generative script.  One of the pressing tasks for adults as they move through 

middle age is the “… fashioning of an anticipated ending for the life story that ties together the 

beginning, and the middle to affirm unity, purpose and direction in life over time” (McAdams, 1996, 

p. 309).  Part of this ending should ideally include also developing a positive legacy for future 

generations.  This is referred to as the generative script (McAdams, 1996, 2001). 

b) What does a life story do? 

The second question speaks directly to the function of a life story.  McAdams (1996) identified three 

eras of development: a) prenarrative era, (b) narrative era and (c) postnarrative era. 

In the prenarrative era (usually in childhood and early adolescence), social and cultural influences are 

important and experiences and material is gathered that will be used to construct the life stories (McAdams, 

1996, 2001).  In the narrative era (usually in late adolescence and young adulthood) (McAdams, 1996, 

2008), the “…individual begins to create a self-defining life story through most, if not all, of adulthood” 

(McAdams, 1996, p.310).  Personal beliefs and values are formed against the ideological setting which 

provides the “…moral compass for those strivings that will be enacted in time to form the future chapters” 

(McAdams, 1996, p.312).  The postnarrative era is similar to Erikson’s (1996) state of Ego Integrity vs 

Despair.  The life story may be looked back upon and evaluated but no longer changed (McAdams, 1996). 

c) How does a life story change over time? 

Midlife may “usher in either concern for harmony and reconciliation” (McAdams, 1996, p.312), or the need 

to create a “…satisfying ending” (McAdams, 1996, p.312) to the life story.  Erikson (1968) stated that in 

midlife people realise that “I am what survives me” (p.14) and with this motivational force, the individual life 

story may turn attention to the generativity script and to what the individual legacy is that is being left behind 

for future generations. 

d) What kind of life stories are there? 

This question focuses on the different kinds of life stories.  Different classification schemas exist for stories 

drawing upon mythology, folklore, literature and drama (McAdams, 1996).  For example, Elsbree (1982) 
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proposed five archetypal actions upon which stories are built: (a) establishing or consecrating a home, (b) 

winning a contest or fighting a battle, (c) taking a journey, (d) suffering and (e) pursuing consummation. 

Another example of a classification schema for a story may include Hankiss’ (1981) description of four 

ontologies of the self-relating to the positive and negative pasts and positive or negative presents 

(McAdams, 1996; Siebenschun, 1989).  These are: “the dynastic form… (E.g. the rich get richer); the 

antithetical form… (E.g. rags to riches); the compensatory form… (e.g.’ fall from grace’); and the self-

absolutory form … (e.g. paying now for the sins of yesterday) (McAdams, 1996, p.313).  McAdams (1996) 

stated that although life stories may feature different narrative tones, imagery, nuclear episodes and 

themes, common types of stories may be identified.  McAdams, Diamond, de St Aubin and Mansfield (1997) 

identified one such type of story as the ‘commitment story’.  The features of the commitment story may 

include: 

1. A protagonist who believes early on that he or she has a special advantage. 

2. This contrasts directly with the misfortune and suffering of others. 

3. The protagonist believes that people need to care for one another and “commits to living in 

accordance with a set of clear and enduring values and personal beliefs that continue to guide 

behaviour throughout the lifespan (moral steadfastness)” (McAdams, et al., 1997, p.687). 

4. As the protagonist moves through life certain personal misfortunes, disappointments and even 

tragedy occurs. 

5. These tragedies, misfortunes and disappointments are, however, transformed or redeemed into 

good outcomes (referred to as the redemptive sequence or external design). 

6. The protagonist sets pro-social goals to benefit others, especially the next generation and to the 

progressive development of the whole society in which the protagonist lives (McAdams, et al., 

1997). 

e) What constitutes a good life story? 

In the fifth question McAdams (1996) identified six standards by which a good life story may be identified; 

(a) coherence, (b) openness, (c) credibility, (d) differentiation, e) reconciliation, and (f) generative 

integration. 

Coherence refers to the structure and/or content of the story (McAdams, 2006c).  A coherent life 

story consists of characters whose actions and motivations make sense in the context of the story and 

events follow in a causal manner.  However, life stories “…need not make everything fit together in a 

person’s life… Modern adults do not need perfect consistency to find unity and purpose in life” (McAdams, 

1996, p. 315). 

In terms of openness, McAdams (1996) maintained that a good life story shows considerable 

“openness to change and tolerance for ambiguity” (p. 315).  Good modern life stories need to be flexible 
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and show resilience as the protagonist needs to change, develop and grow over time.  However, McAdams 

(1996) cautions that too much openness in the life story may indicate a lack of commitment and resolve. 

Credibility refers to the factual accuracy of events in the life story, since the “good, mature and 

adaptive life story cannot be based on gross distortions of fact… and should be accountable to the facts 

that can be known or found out” (McAdams, 1996, p.315).   

The feature of differentiation refers to the extent to which, as the adult moves through life, a good 

life story becomes more complex and rich as the characters and plot develop and become multifaceted 

(McAdams, 1996).  With the increase of differentiation, the protagonist of the story may seek to reconcile 

conflicts in the life story to achieve harmony, especially in midlife and beyond (McAdams, 1996), which 

refers to the feature of reconciliation.  Finally, generative integration relates to the protagonist in a good life 

story being able to function as a productive and contributing member of society by carrying responsibility in 

terms of family and work (McAdams, 1996).  Most importantly the protagonist in a good life story also makes 

a contribution to guiding the next generation “to contribute…. To the survival and enhancement of 

progressive development of human enterprise… and involvement in a social world that is larger and more 

enduring that the self” (McAdams, 1996, p.315).   

In this section the strategies utilized by the researcher to sort and categorise collected data, were 

discussed.  These strategies provided the researcher with guidelines to approach the collected materials 

in a relatively consistent and systematic fashion.  The consistent approach was employed in order to 

enhance the reliability of the study.  The researcher also developed a conceptual framework in the form of 

matrices of categories for the screening of data, as follows: 

6.7.6  Conceptual Framework and Matrices 

Miles and Huberman (1994) indicated that a clear working framework is essential in the data management 

process.  Data management is the systematic, coherent process of data collection, storage and retrieval 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Thus, in order to facilitate the process of the data’s revealing itself, the 

researcher developed a conceptual framework to organize and integrate psychobiographical data in relation 

to the personality theories applied in the study.  A matrix was used to categorise Maslow’s (1954, 1970) 

theory and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of development across the periods of Branson’s lifespan.  These 

periods facilitated a consistent and systematic method whereby the collected data was used to illuminate 

Branson’s personality development.  The employment of the matrices allowed for a longitudinal perspective 

and facilitated a systematic and consistent categorization and analysis of the biographical data over the life 

thus far, of the subject (Fouché, 1999, Morrow, 2005), thus far.   
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Table 1 

Matrix of Personality Development across the Developmental Periods of Branson’s Life 

        MASLOW’S OPTIMAL DEVELOPMENT DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS OF BRANSON 

 Childhood Adolescence Adulthood 

Physiological Needs    

Belongingness/Love Needs    

Esteem Needs    

Cognitive Needs    

Aesthetic Needs unknown unknown   

Accurate Perception of Reality    

 Acceptance of Self, Others and Nature    

Spontaneity, Simplicity and Naturalness    

Problem Centring    

Detachment and Need for Privacy    

Constant Renewal of Appreciation    

Peak or Mystic Experiences    

Social Interest    

Interpersonal Relationships    

Democratic Character Structure    

Discriminate Between Means and  

    Ends, Good and Evil 

   

Philosophical, Benevolent Sense of Humour     

Creativity    

Resistance to Enculturation    

Transcendence     
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NOTE: Shaded sections denote periods of overlap between the developmental stages in Branson’s life and 

the movement toward Maslow’s conception of optimal development. 

During the collection, extraction and analysis of salient biographical information related to Maslow’s theory, 

the researcher focused on the experiences that formed and influenced Branson’s personality development.  

As such, the development of his life was evaluated within the main constructs of the theory, thus guiding 

the researcher in her analysis of data. 

The horizontal rows represent the three developmental phases of Branson’s life chosen as illustrative 

periods in which to couch the chosen theory.  Operationalised, his life was merged with Maslow’s theoretical 

constructs in keeping with the aim of the study.  Thus, a longitudinal portrait was traced to describe optimal 

development.  Yin (1994) described this chronology as a ‘time-series’ approach whereby the researcher 

can trace developmental trends or changes over time. 

Most of the data on Branson covered his childhood and entrepreneurial interests, with a dearth of 

information regarding his adolescent years.  It is further noted the information rarely followed a consistent 

chronological structure.  The historical periods did, however, provide the researcher with a systematic and 

consistent approach whereby relevant materials were evaluated within each periodic context.  The 

consistency of the chronological timeline enhanced the reliability of the data analysis process (Carlson, 

1988; Fouché, 199; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 1994) and facilitated the researcher’s making 

interpretations and drawing meaning from the displayed date in the descriptive framework of Branson’s life, 

to date. 

The researcher is aware that various theoretical perspectives may view the collected information 

differently.  The conceptual matrix served as a means to integrate the various life experiences and 

psychological development to reconstruct and interpret the complex pattern of Branson’s personality 

development throughout the conceptualised periods.  In investigating each life period according to the 

theoretical model, attention was also given to relevant life forces such as family, education, religion, 

community and life experiences that may have impacted Branson’s development.   
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TABLE 2: 

Matrix of Personality Development across the lifespan of Branson 

ADLER’S OPTIMAL 
PERSONALITY 
DEVELOPMENT 

DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS OF BRANSON 

 

 CHILDHOOD ADOLESCENCE ADULTHOOD 

Holism    

Inferiority    

Striving    

Social Interest    

Tasks of Life    

 

NOTE: Shaded sections denote periods of overlap between the developmental stages in Branson’s life and 

the movement toward Maslow’s conception of optimal development. 

The employment of this matrix allowed for a longitudinal perspective and facilitated a systematic and 

consistent categorization and analysis of the biographical data over the lifespan of the subject (Fouché, 

1999, Morrow, 2005), thus far.   

The above matrix is in keeping with Adler’s theory – that from 4-5 years, Branson’s striving towards a 

fictional goal had been set and he pursued the goal in a holistic manner, i.e. his whole self-strived for 

success and perfection.  The matrix includes the fact, as per Adler’s theory, that he was born with an innate 

sense of inferiority – he is dyslexic and short-sighted.  These organise inferiorities, coupled with the 

psychological inferiority that we are all born with, given our size, lack of wisdom etc., lead us to carry this 

sense of inferiority from childhood through to adulthood. 

In respect of social interest, it is noted that Branson was forced by his mother, especially, to engage with 

others socially and this striving continued throughout childhood, adolescence and adulthood. 

In respect of the tasks of life, which Adler termed love, work and social interest, it is noted that, despite 

these aspects being in their embryonic phase, Branson’s takes began early in life, toward adulthood and 

will continue to his death.  In terms of spirituality and self-regulation, the researcher has not included these 

in this specific matrix as these were Adlerian additions by Mosak & Dreikurs (1967) and not authentically 

those concepts to Adler.  However, these latter concepts are included in the rest of the study. 

In the following section, reflexivity and the strategies employed in this research to address issues 

of reflexivity, is discussed. 

6.8    Reflexivity 
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    Reflexivity is perhaps the most distinctive feature of qualitative research (Smith, 2003; Tindall, 

1999). The concept of reflexivity acknowledges that the researcher and the researched are collaborators in 

the construction of knowledge (Ashworth, 2003; Taylor, 1999; Tindall, 1999) and the description of meaning 

(Clandinin & Connely, 1994; Willig, 2001).  Thus, reflexivity, by definition, acknowledges the impossibility 

of complete objectivity (Hart, 1998; Tindall, 1999; Willig, 2001) which leads to research result claims being, 

at best, modest.  Aturana (1991) succinctly explains this complex relationship that exists between (a) the 

researcher, (b) the context of research, (c) the subject, and (d) the observers.  He (Aturana, pp.46-47) 

asserted that “We deal with the explanation of our own human experience, not with the explanation of 

reality…we do not encounter things.  We live in experience…we exist in language, we generate through 

language”.  

The creation of knowledge is thus influenced by the linguistic, social, political, and theoretical 

elements of the researcher, the subject or participants, and observers (Alvesson & Skolberg, 2000). Roberts 

(2002) described the reflexive nature of qualitative biographical work as creative, image-laden, exploratory 

and reflexive, wherein researchers are participants whose life-worlds are integral. The researcher is urged 

to acknowledge, explore and demonstrate the way in which their perspectives and involvement in the 

context and process of research influences and informs the findings (Silverman, 2001; Taylor, 1999; Willig, 

2001). The researcher’s assumptions and judgments are based on their lived world, and perceptions are 

loaded with personal meanings created in collaboration with others in specific contexts (Stroud, 2004). 

An advantage of this subjective stance is that it allows researchers to reflect critically on their role, 

and assess the restrictions they impose on research (Stroud, 2004).  Goodman (1992, p.124) saw the value 

in this, asserting: “Reflexivity erodes the authority of academic discourse in order to challenge concepts of 

power, legitimacy and domination”.  In stepping back, the researcher can reflect on her own values, 

experiences, interests, beliefs and social identity that shaped the research (Tindall, 1999, Willig, 2001).  

That is, to ponder the assumptions about the world and about knowledge employed in the course of 

research and to think about the implications of such assumptions for the research findings (Hart, 1998; 

Willig, 2001). De Lauwere (2001) agreed, pointing out that it is indeed difficult for researchers to step out 

of their own contexts and to recognise blind spots and prejudices having an influence on the interpretation 

of the findings of their research.  Maturana (1991, p.41) expressed this issue as follows:  “We claim our 

emotions do not participate in the generation of our scientific statements and explanations…our emotions, 

however enter legitimately and constitutively into what we scientists do…”.   Reflexive methods offer 

researchers the opportunity to step back from their position and to gain critical reflection and awareness of 

the restrictions they place on their research (lvesso & Skolberg, 2000; de Lauwere, 2001).  Adopting a 

reflexive stance implicitly acknowledges that each reader will create a new meaning (Parker, 1999).  

Meaning, therefore, becomes the product of the inter-dependent collaboration between the subject, 

researcher and observers (Stroud, 2004).  The collaboration between the researcher and subject should 
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not be retained selfishly, but shared in order to invite other researchers to think differently about their way 

of practice and research (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; Richardson & St Pierre, 2005).   

A natural outcome of reflexivity is that emergent knowledge is local and the results obtained remain 

open-ended so to speak, that every new reader will create new meaning (Winter 1996).  Meaning, therefore, 

is the product of the interdependent relationship between the researcher, the subject or participant, and the 

observer, and the result of the collaboration between them.  Gergen and Gergen (1986, p. 81) emphasised 

this point: “The confirmation (or disconfirmation) of hypotheses through research findings are achieved 

through social consensus, not through the observation of facts”.  If researchers fail to be critically aware of 

their central position in the social construction of knowledge (Tindall, 1999) or the complex relationship 

between the researcher and subject in terms of experiences and their descriptions of social realities 

(Maturana, 1991), the validity of the research can be undermined (Tindall, 1999; Willig, 2001). 

Reflexivity, therefore, ensures that the entire research process is scrutinised and the researcher is 

continuously aware of her role, discouraging impositions of meaning and promoting validity (Willig, 2001).  

To maintain reflexivity in the current study, the researcher will use a journal (Krefting, 1991; Tindall, 1999) 

to describe, explore, reflect and interpret her experience within the context of the research.  The researcher 

will also use the journal to examine the choice of topic, initial purpose and intention, experiences, notes, 

decisions, rationale, feelings and interpretations.  Krefting (1991) noted that in journaling thoughts and 

feelings, preconceived assumptions and biases used to alter the way in which data is collected and 

interpreted is recognised, further enhancing credibility.  A brief reflexive analysis was integrated into the 

Introduction and Problem Statement in Chapter 1 under the heading “The Researcher’s Personal Passage”.  

These sections are provided to allow the reader the opportunity to judge the context and perspectives 

wherein the research was shaped (Tindall, 1999) and to re-analyse material and possibly develop 

alternative interpretations and explanations. 

6.9    Ensuring Trustworthiness 

    The issue of reliability and validity was discussed in Chapter 5.  However, it is useful to revisit these 

issues.  Case study research facilitates a more accurate description and in-depth understanding of the 

individual case.  The value and logic is shaped by trustworthiness of the research process and findings.  

According to Lincoln and Guba’s (cited in Krefting, 1991) model of trustworthiness, a qualitative study must 

have credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. The expectation of trustworthiness in 

qualitative research is perhaps the most important criterion as it is based on researcher credibility, 

methodological rigour, and belief in the value of qualitative inquiry (Krefting, 1991).  Examination of the 

study was sought from colleagues in private practice, a couple who are also working toward their doctoral 

degrees, as well as her supervisor, all of whom are knowledgeable in the theory and method employed.  

Reflexivity is increased by seeking disconfirmation in interpretations; and discussing the process, insights, 

findings, problems and evolving design of the study with an impartial source (Flick, 2006) 

    Transferability is used to judge the extent to which findings may be applied to other contexts.  In 
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the proposed study, transferability is one of the less significant criteria as the aim is analytical generalisation 

to the theory used as opposed to statistical generalisation (Yin, 1994).  To achieve a measure of 

transferability, the researcher used purposive sampling and ensured that a sufficient database of 

information was presented.  Further, substantial descriptions were provided allowing the reader to judge 

the themes and constructs of the study. 

 Dependability relates to the consistency of findings (Krefting, 1991), where the recommendations 

and conclusions are consistent with the presented data.  There must be a fit between the research question, 

data collection procedures and the analytic techniques to present all interpretive elements with purpose 

and focus.  In qualitative research, variability and atypical situations in a single life are valued as they 

provide the opportunity to learn from, rather than control, information (Krefting, 1991).  Descriptions of 

variability and detailed methodology provided information as to how repeatable the study might be or how 

unique the situation is (Krefting, 1991).  The research supervisor will be consulted to check the research 

methodology and implementation.  Triangulation forms a powerful strategy to further enhance the quality 

of research (Krefting, 1991).  Triangulation of data sources and theories will be used to maximise the range 

of data that contributed to the complete understanding of the subject, increasing accuracy and decreasing 

distorted findings (Schultz, 2005a). Confirmability of data and interpretations is the degree to which findings 

are a result of information and conditions (Krefting, 1991) and not researcher bias.  The researcher used 

reflexive analysis and a specially designed data collection method to guard against bias and evaluate the 

findings.  The researcher kept documentation regarding raw data, data reduction and analysis, data 

reconstruction and synthesis, process notes and materials related to intentions and dispositions (Byrne, 

2001) to facilitate this process. 

6.10    Conclusion 

  This chapter highlighted the research design, method and subject.  In addition, the primary aim, 

research procedure, data collection methods, and data analysis procedures employed, were described.  

Finally, the pivotal role of reflexivity within qualitative research was briefly explained. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: MASLOW’S THEORY OF PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT 

7.1   Chapter Preview 

     This chapter has two aims.  The first is to present the data derived from a deeper exploration of 

Branson’s life.  Every attempt has been made to draw on two types of data from multiple sources.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 5, they are autobiographical and biographical. It was not possible to obtain data from 

both across all phases: childhood, adolescence and adulthood.  For example, there are richer descriptions 

of Branson’s childhood and adulthood, but a dearth relating to his adolescent years.      

    In addition, the information was gleaned from mainly his retrospective view (Branson, 1998), with 

additions from his mother, Eve’s autobiography (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  Similarly, there is a relative 

paucity of biographical material concerning his adolescence.  For some periods, there is greater reliance 

on certain types of information.  In terms of Branson’s adulthood there is sufficient information which, 

however, focuses mainly on business interests. Further, there is an imbalance of argument as there is only 

one antagonist in terms of critical analysis, that being the work of Bower (2008).  The account is therefore 

largely one-sided.  This has resulted in triangulation of data problems and the operationalisation of Maslow’s 

(1970a) concepts being negatively affected. 

    The second aim is to categorise into themes Branson’s life in terms of Maslow’s (1970a) theory of 

optimal development.  Conceptualisation is facilitated by the data presented in the preceding sections 

(Appendix H, p. 316). 

7.2   Conceptual outline for Presentation and Discussion of Findings 

    The presentation and discussion of findings in a psychobiographical case study involves a 

biographical account of the subject’s life within the context of the selected psychological theory (Bromley, 

1986; Fouché, 1999; McAdams, 1988; Schultz, 2005a).  In keeping with this approach, Maslow’s (1970a) 

theory of optimal development is applied to Branson’s life, to date.  In answering the research question, it 

is crucial to address the satisfaction of the Deficiency needs forming the foundation for the later emergence 

of Growth needs.  This facilitates a holistic understanding of Branson’s life as it relates to Maslow's theory, 

encompassing the person in context.  By definition, those who have attained optimal development have 

satisfied their deficiency, lower-needs, are free of psychoses and neuroses or other pathological 

disturbances, and are models of mental health.  They are middle-aged or older (Maslow, 1996b).  Maslow 

suggested younger people have not developed a strong sense of identity and autonomy, attained an 

enduring love relationship, found a devoted calling, or developed their own values, patience, courage, and 

wisdom.  Maslow’s assertion that optimality is only possible in adulthood comes with a caveat: childhood is 

vital to the attainment thereof. It is for this reason the researcher has applied Maslow’s conceptualisation 
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of motivation is applied to Branson’s childhood, adolescence and adulthood.  Deficiency needs are now 

discussed. 

7.3   Deficiency Needs 

7.3.1   Physiological Needs  

Childhood 

    Physiological needs were adequately met in Branson’s childhood, despite food being basic.  In 

1950, five years after World War II ended, the British were rebuilding the country and their lives.  His parents 

had become accustomed to frugality. “After the Great War Great Britain was a dreary place.  Food rationing 

was strict; our meagre daily ration was a mouthful of butter, meat, cheese and offal, with only one egg a 

week and no citrus fruit.  We filled in with vegetables, which everyone grew in their back gardens” (Branson 

& Peppe, 2013, p.21).  Eve helped supplement her husband’s income by selling cushions from scraps of 

fabric and remaking three from the innards of one.  Leftover fabric was used in their cottage.  Food was 

available during Branson’s childhood, albeit basic sustenance and the family just got by financially.  An 

illustration is in Branson’s recollection of eating a lot of bread and dripping (animal fat).  Branson recalls his 

mother as always generating work, and thinking of ways to make money. According to Branson, she was 

full of energy (Branson, 1998).     

A way of sustaining the family was to grow onions, which food source Branson grew to hate. When 

the family moved house, his pile of fossilised onions was discovered.  Branson visited his friend, Nik, whose 

mother made ‘amazing’ custard. Branson made sure he was in time for pudding.   Eve’s other endeavours 

to help sustain the family included teaching German and French students English in a typical household, 

and teaching ballet.  There were always people in and out (Branson, 1998).  Eve used, rent-free, a wooden 

shed, where Branson would join her every afternoon to play billiards.  The landlord fed them sandwiches 

and sent them home with a copy of The Times newspaper (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  Eve made wooden 

tissue boxes and wastepaper bins. “The shed smelled of paints and glue and was stacked with little piles 

of painted boxes ready to be sent off” (Branson, 1998, p.23).  Branson’s father designed pressing vices to 

hold the boxes together whilst being glued.  Branson recalls his mother working with a whirlwind of energy 

which was “difficult to resist” (Branson, 1998, p.24).      At eight, Branson was sent to Scaitcliffe School 

for Boys.  As a middle class boarding establishment, it is concluded physiological needs were adequately 

met.   

The industrious nature of the family environment seemed instrumental in Branson’s basic 

physiological needs being met during childhood and this attitude toward life no doubt affected Branson’s 

entrepreneurial acumen.  The family was self-sufficient and Branson managed to be creative in finding 

small luxuries from his neighbour’s home.  

Adolescence 
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    During adolescence, Branson’s physiological needs continued to be adequately satiated.  Aged 

seventeen, after prematurely leaving school, he and his friend Jonny Gems moved into the basement of 

his parents’ house in London, where they lived all summer.  Despite the warmth outside, the room was 

dark, dank and sparsely furnished. “We slept on mattresses on the floor and were always hungry” (Branson, 

1998, p.50).  Due to their ongoing hunger, Branson describes how he and Jonny would sneak upstairs to 

raid the fridge, eating whatever was there. Branson’s mother would occasionally bring food.  ‘Red cross 

delivery’ she would shout.  This relieved their hunger. His mother observed how Branson neglected his 

personal hygiene during this time (Branson, 1998).  A windfall came when Eve found a necklace on the 

road near home, which she sold and gave Branson the money.  Branson was in survival mode during this 

time, dependent on his mother who rescued him regarding food.  Branson (1998, p. 57) recalls: 

We wanted to make money on the magazine Student – we needed money to survive.  But even 
then, we saw it as a creative enterprise rather than a money-making one. 

This assertion supports the need for sustenance and that in moving to London, Branson’s needs were not 

always satisfied.  However, one can conclude that hunger occurred sporadically, without any pathology 

developing in terms of Maslow’s (1970) explication of thwarting of this need.  It is the researcher’s opinion 

that we all, from time to time, experience hunger but this does not result in sustained psychological under-

development.      

    Included in Maslow’s theory is the basic need for sex.  Frustration can lead to neurosis and the 

development of defence mechanisms (1996a).  The process of puberty encourages the release of specific 

hormones that are primarily responsible for the development of secondary sex characteristics and the 

emergence of reproductive capabilities.  The relationship between pubertal change and adolescent 

sexuality may not only be hormonal, but may also include how the teen responds to changes in secondary 

sex characteristics.  For example, researchers have found that adolescent boys who demonstrated higher 

levels of testosterone also reported higher levels of sexual activity (Udry, 1985; Halpern, Udry & 

Suchindran, 1998; Finkelstein, 1998).   Researchers have also linked hormonal changes at puberty and 

increased sexual/emotional arousal (Brooks-Gunn, 1994).  In a study by Coles & Stokes (1985), having 

erotic fantasies was acknowledged by 72% of 13 to 18 year olds.  Sexual fantasies may allow for a safe 

and non-threatening way to experience sexual arousal and provide insight into sexual desires and 

preferences (Katchadourian, 1990).   

Like most young male teens, Branson met his sexual needs through self-discovery.  Whilst at 

Stowe, he wrote erotic tales about a boy who couldn’t play sports due to a knee injury, but befriended and 

was seduced by the young Scandinavian school matron.  She crept up behind him in the library, but “there 

were no girls, and the matron was sixty years old” (Branson, 1998, p.36).  Branson’s penchant for fantasy 

may also allude to environmental factors, that is, to compensation for his feelings of inadequacy and 

strengthening of his ego through prowess with females.  As indicated, his father ‘loved women’ and as a 

role model, Branson may have introjected his father’s behaviour without it being pathological. 
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    At Cliff View House, being beaten for breaking rules was advocated.  Of his experience:  “This 

school was worse than the previous one, as I was beaten with ghastly regularity. Instead, my prize was my 

first sexual experience” (Branson, 2007, p.156).  Beatings led to anxiety and insecurity, which he again 

compensated through a female.  Branson was delighted that Charlotte chose him out of all the boys.  They 

arranged regular nocturnal visits.  One night, a teacher saw him leave through a window.  Branson was 

expelled, but reinstated after threatening suicide by writing a note and giving it to a peer whom he knew 

would report the crisis.     

    By sixteen, Branson had a number of girlfriends during holidays when he attended social gatherings 

and nearly lost his virginity.  With his sexual potency peaking, Branson sought out a girl reputed to go the 

whole way.  He was amazed when she let him push up her dress and take off her underwear.  As they 

began making love she began to moan.  Branson felt pleased, thinking she was having an erotic time.  

When the sex was over, she carried on panting.  Amusement changed when he saw she was having an 

asthma attack, and calling for her inhaler and an ambulance.   

Crockett, Raffaelli & Niukaben (2003) indicated that the age at which adolescents initiate sexual 

intercourse differs from one adolescent to another and is determined by the complex interaction of 

biological, psychological and sociocultural factors that exert both direct and indirect pressure on the 

adolescent.  Having educational plans, good grades, high religiosity, family support, and parental 

supervision are linked to the delay of sexual intercourse (Kirby, 2001; Miller, 2001).  It is unlikely, however, 

that any single variable can be identified as the sole cause of sexual behaviour.  Rather, these variables 

are most likely to aggregate into a profile that is predictive of sexual debut or delay (Blume & Zembar (2007),     

    Another incident relates to Branson’s sexual experience, when, thirty years later, Branson’s former 

peers recounted a trip to Soho (London) and the introduction to a woman paid by his father to remove his 

virginity (Bower, 2008, p.14).  Branson’s father, himself a ‘womaniser’, encouraged Branson and given he 

wanted to impress his father, led to encouragement of his behaviour.  Branson’s first steady girlfriend, Rudi, 

was Dutch, whom he described as a revolutionary (Branson, 1998).  In his last term at boarding school, 

Branson invited her to visit.  She slipped into the all-boys school grounds, pitching her tent in the wood.  

For a week he crept out at night and they smoked marijuana and cooked over a tin stove.  They lay under 

the stars and dreamed of changing the world.  Besides satisfying the need for adolescent sexual needs, 

Branson was made politically aware and exposed to macro issues such as the Vietnam War and 

questioning the status quo in Britain.  His experience laid the foundation for more involved in geopolitics 

and perhaps pioneering The Elders. 

Adulthood 

Bower (2008, p.1) illustrates the temporary lack of basic resources during early adulthood;  

Back in 1969, the floppy haired, nineteen-year-old wearing black rimmed glasses held together by 
a plaster, was hunting for profitable ideas.  “What can we do?” groaned Richard.  Three teenagers 
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sat in the smoke-filled basement of a shabby house in Bayswater, London.  We need some bread.  
His audience drew hard on their cigarettes.  John Varnom and Tony Mellor regarded the younger 
man as a friend, host and employer. Living with Richard, a benign sovereign, was an enjoyable 
self-indulgence. 

In young adulthood, Branson’s physiological needs were not always met, though the experiences were 

temporary.  Branson described how “we are not cave dwellers who can survive on roots and berries.  We 

must have money to meet our most basic needs.  I only need one breakfast, one lunch and one dinner” 

(Branson, 2007, p.33).  As Branson’s business developed this need was no longer thwarted.  Despite this, 

and in keeping with Maslow’s (1970a) assertion, as a successful entrepreneur, Branson argued it is more 

important to worry about survival than sorting out the world’s problems for the first years of business (2007).  

In an interview with Joe Polish, Branson quipped; “when you are building a company in the early days, the 

only word that really matters is survival.  If you don’t survive you cannot, in later life, do any good” (Branson, 

2012, p. 37).   

 Branson also struggled with sex in his first marriage to Kirsten, when he would break out in a rash 

after intercourse with her; this added to the breakdown of their marriage.  This experience dented his ego 

and indicates all his physiological needs, as espoused by Maslow (1970a), were not perfectly met.  It 

seems, however, his sexual needs were met after his marriage as he describes having many relationships 

and enjoying sex (Branson, 2012), albeit his encounters were without emotional substance.  There are no 

indications of physiological illness and it therefore assumed there was no thwarting of needs such as 

defecation and urination.  In Freudian terms, the ego (the “I”) is the part of the mind responsible or acting 

as the ‘mediator’ between the forces and drives of the superego (our conscience and our ideal selves) and 

our ids (that part responsible for satisfying our basic needs).  The ego operates in reality, and mediates 

also mediates between the self and the environment.  In other words, the ego includes cultural definitions 

of masculinity and ideas about how men should think and act.  One must also take cognisance of the fact 

that Branson has been raised in an environment of male dominance, so his social construction of 

masculinity was influenced by his father, being in an all-male school environment, and in a wider 

environment where men are assumed to be more active beings who do important things such as being 

political leaders, lawyers, soldiers, businessmen etcetera, and who are deserving of attention by others.  

So Branson’s upbringing has culminated in him operating in a standard gender role, where emotions were 

suppressed (and therefore not talked about).  This has no doubt put a strain on Branson in terms of his first 

marriage to Kristen, as his image as a male was dented, possibly leading him to feel inadequate.  One 

wonders whether this also influenced his consistent pursuance of women throughout his life, being his belief 

in being a ‘conqueror’. 

7.3.2   Safety Needs 

Childhood 
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    Bowlby (1969) proposed a theory pertaining to security in childhood and the development of an 

enduring bond.  Bowlby described attachment as imperative in setting the stage for later feelings of security; 

it is a deep and enduring emotional bond that connects one person to another across time and space 

(Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1969).  Attachment does not have to be reciprocal.  One person may have an 

attachment to an individual which is not shared.  Attachment is characterized by specific behaviors in 

children, such as seeking proximity with the attachment figure when upset or threatened (Bowlby, 1969). 

Attachment behavior in adults towards the child includes responding sensitively and appropriately to the 

child’s needs.  Such behavior appears universal across cultures. Attachment theory provides an 

explanation of how the parent-child relationship emerges and influences subsequent development.  

John Bowlby, working alongside James Robertson (1952) observed that children experienced 

intense distress when separated from their mothers.  Even when such children were fed by other 

caregivers, this did not diminish the child’s anxiety.  When we look at Branson’s attachment, we observe 

that he was shy and reticent as a young child, hiding behind his mother’s skirt when visitors arrived.  This 

is an indication that he was securely attached to his mother, but anxious toward strangers.  These 

findings contradicted the dominant behavioral theory of attachment (Dollard and Miller, 1950) which was 

shown to underestimate the child’s bond with their mother.  The behavioral theory of attachment stated 

that the child becomes attached to the mother because she fed the infant. Bowlby defined attachment as 

a 'lasting psychological connectedness between human beings.' (1969, p. 194).  Bowlby (1958) proposed 

that attachment can be understood within an evolutionary context in that the caregiver provides safety 

and security for the infant. Attachment is adaptive as it enhances the infant’s chance of survival, and 

illustrated in the work of Lorenz (1935) and Harlow (1958).  According to Bowlby, infants have a universal 

need to seek close proximity with their caregiver when under stress or threatened (Prior & Glaser, 2006).  

Most researchers believe that attachment develops through a series of stages.  To test the theory, 

Rudolph Schaffer and Peggy Emerson (1964) studied 60 babies at monthly intervals for the first 18 

months of life. The children were all studied in their own home and a regular pattern was identified in the 

development of attachment.  The babies were visited monthly for approximately one year, their 

interactions with their carers were observed, and carers were interviewed.  A diary was kept by the 

mother to examine evidence for the development of an attachment, and three measures recorded: 

 Stranger Anxiety - response to arrival of a stranger. 

 Separation Anxiety - distress level when separated from carer, degree of comfort needed on 

return. 

 Social Referencing - degree that child looks at carer to check how they should respond to 

something new (to test the child’s secure base). 

http://www.simplypsychology.org/mary-ainsworth.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/bowlby.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/bowlby.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/behaviorism.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/attachment.html#lorenz
http://www.simplypsychology.org/attachment.html#harlow
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The study indicated that a baby's attachments develop sequentially, as follows: 

1. Asocial Attachment (0 – 6 weeks.  Very young infants are asocial in that many kinds of stimuli, 

both social and non-social, produce a favorable reaction, such as a smile. 

2. Indiscriminate Attachments (6 weeks to 7 months): Infants indiscriminately enjoy human company 

and most babies respond equally to any caregiver. They get upset when an individual ceases to 

interact with them. From 3 months infants smile more at familiar faces and can be easily be 

comfortable by a regular caregiver. 

3. Specific Attachment (7 - 9 months): Special preference for a single attachment figure.  The baby 

looks to particular people for security, comfort and protection.  It shows fear of strangers (stranger 

fear) and unhappiness when separated from a special person (separation anxiety). Some babies 

show stranger fear and separation anxiety much more frequently and intensely than others, but 

nevertheless they are seen as evidence that the baby has formed an attachment.  This has 

usually developed by one year of age. 

4. Multiple Attachment (10 months and onwards): The baby becomes increasingly independent and 

forms several attachments. By 18 months the majority of infants have form multiple attachments. 

The results of the study indicated that attachments were most likely to form with those who 

responded accurately to the baby's signals, not the person they spent more time with.  Schaffer and 

Emerson supported this sensitive responsiveness. Intensely attached infants had mothers who 

responded quickly to their demands and, interacted with their child Infants who were weakly attached had 

mothers who failed to interact.  Many of the babies in the study had several attachments by 10 months 

old, including attachments to mothers, fathers, grandparents, siblings and neighbors.  The mother was 

the main attachment figure for about half of the children at 18 months old and the father for most of the 

others.  The most important fact in forming attachments was found not to be who feeds and changes the 

child but who plays and communicates with him or her. Therefore, responsiveness appeared to be the 

key to attachment. 

According to the literature, Branson’s main attachment was (and still is) to his mother.  The research 

indicated Branson’s safety needs were met during childhood.  There were boundaries in their household.  

The children left the table only when they had finished eating, and helped with chores and attended church 

on Sundays.  Branson’s father left for work early and was absent often.  Branson was cared for by his 

mother, which continued until he left for boarding school at the age of eight. 

    The children were never left alone as his parents did not like the idea of babysitters; they were sure 

a babysitter would not cope with their lively children, and further, that it was their responsibility (Branson & 

Peppe, 2013).  When they went out, a mattress was placed on the backseat of their car. The children slept 

while their parents had dinner with friends, and they were woken up on the drive home.  Lindy and Branson 
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would quietly look up at the night sky, listening to their parents talk and joke about their evening.  This was 

criticised by neighbours and friends, but for them it was a better option than trusting a stranger (Branson & 

Peppe, 2013).  According to Eve, as a child, Branson refused to talk to adults, clinging to the back of her 

skirt.  Eve decided his introverted and insecure behaviour was intolerable, believing shyness a sign of 

selfishness.  Eve (Branson & Peppe, 2013) was convinced the youth was too namby-pamby.  She wanted 

her children to be full of initiative, enterprise, and self-reliance.   Branson was forced to overcome his social 

anxiety as a child. An example of her instigation of this goal is, at around four, on a trip home, Eve stopped 

the car about six kilometres from home and told Branson to get out and find his way.  Branson’s father 

questioned her, wondering if doing so was a good idea. This was “not an unusual occurrence” (Branson, 

1998, p.15).   He noted his parents “continually set us challenges”.  Her intention was to force him to speak 

to people to find his way (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  The experience, she hoped, would assist him to become 

more self-sufficient and resilient.  In the 1950s and 1960s Dr Spock’s (1946) teachings were popular.  

Children were expected to be little adults.  Strict routine was important, with physical and emotional input 

by parents discouraged in an endeavour to teach independence.  By the time Branson arrived ten hours 

later, his mother was apologetic, later admitting she had overstepped the mark (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  

Branson recalls not minding the challenge, as he clambered over the high hedges and wandered down the 

valley across the fields, chasing insects.  This behaviour can be viewed as curiosity or cruelty, as the insects 

were vulnerable.  Branson’s mother did not take into account the time he might stop to look at bugs and 

inspect rocks.  The challenge appears to have been successful as Branson began to be more comfortable 

interacting with adults (Mazzio, 2012).   

    A further example of thwarting of the safety need occurred when Branson was six. In 1956, petrol 

was being rationed because of the Suez Canal crisis.  The family was living as simply as possible. Branson’s 

parents celebrated with Woodpecker Cider whenever Ted was paid for a (legal) brief.  The empty cider 

bottles were ideal to syphon petrol out of their car to so they would always have a supply on hand (Branson 

& Peppe, 2013).  A bottle caught fire which Ted managed to extinguish.  In carrying her sleeping children 

out of the house during the fire trauma, Eve slipped three discs in her back.  Help was given by their friend, 

Janie, who sent meals and managed to assist whilst caring for her own children. The children went to Devon 

to be cared for by their grandparents (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  The experience led to feelings of 

abandonment and insecurity as Branson was close to his mother and was suddenly removed from her care, 

but too young to fully comprehend the trauma.   

    Another incident illustrates boundaries (and therefore containment) in his family.  A young boy 

whom Branson disliked was invited to stay at their home. During the Sunday church service Branson slipped 

out of the pew where he was seated next to the visitor, and sat with Nik, infuriating his mother. When they 

got home she told Branson his father would beat him.  They duly went into his study and closed the door.  

Rather than towering over him in a rage, his father smiled, suggesting Branson emulate crying sounds.  

Ted proceeded to clap his hands six times to make great smacking noises.  Branson ran out of the room, 
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pretending to sob loudly. According to Branson (1998), his mother adopted a severe look to imply the 

punishment was in his best interests.  Herein Branson and his father colluded, alienating his mother as the 

‘punishing parent’. 

    At age eight Branson was sent to boarding school, as was the tradition in the Branson family for 

males.  Eve quipped it seemed to be the right decision, as his exuberance was “rather like that of a fiery 

stallion” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 48). His father had doubts, concerned that pulling in the proverbial 

reigns too hard either way might damage Branson.  He asserted that caution needed to be taken not to 

dampen his enthusiasm and high spirits. Ted’s resistance was due to his own unhappy experience at 

boarding school.  According to his mother, there were no suitable schools near the family home.  

Additionally, the orders for the big department stores to keep the family financially stable were increasing, 

and Ted was developing his career.  Neither had time to give their son the attention he needed.  Branson’s 

parents seemed to focus more on making money that Branson’s emotional wellbeing during this time – he 

had to fend for himself from the tender age of eight. 

    On his first night at Scaitcliffe School Branson describes “lying awake, listening to the ‘snoring’s’ 

and ‘snuffling’s’ of the other boys in the dormitory, feeling utterly lonely, unhappy and frightened” (Branson, 

1998, p.29).  He vomited over the bedclothes.  The matron scolded and forced him to clean it up.  Branson 

felt humiliated, confused and resentful toward his parents, and a fear of what lay in store (Branson, 1998).  

A couple of days after his traumatic first night, an older boy got into his bed to play feelies (feels the genitalia 

of the other). On his first weekend home Branson reported the incident, and his father calmly stated it best 

not to do it again.  Branson complied.  Though battling to settle, Eve said her son enjoyed himself at the 

school (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  On his mother’s part, it appears she was largely in denial, ignoring the 

emotional struggles of her son. 

At this juncture, it is useful to briefly discuss the effect of the human body and mind which have a 

set of very important and very predictable responses to threat.  Threat may come from an internal (e.g., 

pain) or external (assailant) source.  One common reaction to danger or threat has been labelled the ‘fight 

or flight’ reaction.  In the initial stages of this reaction there is a response called the alarm reaction. As the 

individual begins to feel threatened, the initial stages of a complex, total-body response will begin. The brain 

orchestrates, directs and controls this response.  If the individual feels more threatened, their brain and 

body will be shifted further along an arousal continuum in an attempt to ensure appropriate mental and 

physical responses to the challenges of the threat.  The cognitive, emotional and behavioural functioning 

of the individual will reflect this shift along the arousal continuum.  During the traumatic event, all aspects 

of functioning of the individual change – feeling, thinking, behaving all change.  Someone being assaulted 

doesn’t spend a lot of time thinking about the future or making an abstract plan for survival.  At that moment 

thinking, behaving and feeling is being directed by more ‘primitive’ parts of the brain.   A frightened child 

doesn’t focus on the words; they attend to the threat related signals in their environment – the nonverbal 

signs of communication such as eye contact, facial expression, body posture or proximity to the threat.  The 
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internal state of the child shifts with the level of perceived threat.  With increased threat a child moves along 

the arousal continuum from vigilance through to terror. The alarm continuum is characterized by a graded 

increase in sympathetic nervous system activity, in turn, causing increased heart rate, blood pressure, and 

respiration, a release of glucose stored in muscle and increased muscle tone.  Changes in the central 

nervous system cause hypervigilance; the child tunes out all noncritical information. These actions prepare 

the child to fight with, or run away from, the potential threat. This total body mobilization, the “fight or flight” 

response, has been well characterized and described in great detail for adults. These heterogeneous 

responses are highly adaptive and involve many coordinated and integrated neurophysiological responses 

across multiple brain areas such as the locus coeruleus, the amygdala, the hypothalamus and the 

brainstem nuclei responsible for autonomic nervous system regulation (Perry, 2003). 

One can conclude that Branson experienced severe trauma on his first night at boarding school 

and that the vomiting was as a physiological response to the event.  Further, before he had adequately 

recovered from that trauma, he was sexually assaulted by an older boy. 

    During a family holiday, Branson’s Aunt offered a reward if he learnt how to swim.  Branson was 

determined and jumped into the strongly flowing river.  He almost drowned, but, with close family watching, 

began using the correct strokes, swimming triumphantly to shore (Branson, 1998).  

Another incident occurred relating to safety around twelve when Branson was told to cycle to 

Bournemouth, a long distance from home.  His mother packed sandwiches and an apple, telling him to find 

water along the way.  The intention was to teach him “the importance of stamina and a sense of direction” 

(Branson, 1998, p.15).  Branson recalls finally walking into the kitchen, proud of his marathon bike ride. 

“Well done, Ricky, was that fun? Now, run along to the vicar’s as he has logs that need chopping and I told 

him you would be back any minute” (Branson, 1998, p.15).   

    Whilst playing in a football match, Branson’s leg slid under his opponent, twisting his knee.  His 

parents taught him to laugh when in pain, but the pain was excruciating (Branson, 1998).  Branson had to 

suppress emotional and physical pain and subjugate negativity. He had a badly torn cartilage and required 

surgery.  After the general anaesthetic had worn off, Branson found himself in the street. He was in his 

hospital bed with other patients in theirs, a nurse holding a drip above his head.  Branson thought he was 

dreaming but was told there had been a fire during the operation and patients has been evacuated.  On 

returning home to recover from the trauma, he describes feeling sad looking at his sporting trophies as he 

could no longer play sport.  His mother tried to console him; that he should think of Douglas Bader (a 

famous British amputee) who had no legs, but managed to play golf and fly planes. She told him to get out 

of bed or he would achieve nothing.  Eve Branson did not seem to tolerate vulnerability of any kind. Further, 

the accident highlighted his poor academic performance.  He was bottom in every subject and would not 

pass the exams (Branson, 1998). 

Adolescence 
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    At twelve, after failing his exams, Branson was sent to Cliff View House with academics the primary 

focus.  If one couldn’t spell or do arithmetic one was beaten.  Branson taught himself to rote learn in the 

face of unflinching discipline and what he describes as a ‘black and blue backside’ (Branson, 1998, p.36).  

An interesting study by Ahmad, Said and Khan (2013) explored the effect of corporal punishment on 

students’ motivation and classroom learning.  On the basis of the study, it was concluded that students who 

are subjected to corporal punishment are less motivated toward learning than those who were encouraged 

and not corporally punished.  That students’ motivation level of learning sharply decreases with this type of 

punishment. If we examine the fact that Branson is dyslexic, together with the finding that this causes 

demotivation, one may understand the poor results and the increasingly downward trend.  Unfortunately, 

during his teen years, dyslexia seemed to affect Branson’s self-image.  According to Erik Erikson, during 

the first years of school, every child must resolve the conflicts between a positive self–image and feelings 

of inferiority. If children succeed in school, they will develop positive feelings about themselves and believe 

that they can succeed in life.  If children meet failure and frustration, they learn that they are inferior to 

others, and that their effort makes very little difference. Instead of feeling powerful and productive, they 

learn that their environment controls them. They feel powerless and incompetent.  Researchers have 

learned that when typical learners succeed, they credit their own efforts for their success. When they fail, 

they tell themselves to try harder. However, when the dyslexic succeeds, they are likely to attribute the 

success to luck. When failing, the person sees themselves as stupid.  Research also suggests that these 

feelings of inferiority develop by the age of ten. After this age, it becomes extremely difficult to help the child 

develop a positive self–image. This is a powerful argument for early intervention.   

Learning difficulties, for Branson, was no excuse for poor results.  Branson’s self-esteem and sense 

of security was upset through an inferiority complex secondary to dyslexia.   However, he preferred being 

beaten to getting lines since the former was over more quickly, and as academics was his nemesis, being 

beaten perhaps was less emotionally painful?  The physical abuse extended to all aspects of school life, 

such as running when one should have been walking, talking when required to be quiet, having dirty shoes 

or not making one’s bed properly.  Branson accepted being beaten for some obscure misdemeanour.  He 

was in regular trouble until he left at seventeen, which behaviour may be seen as an indication of attention 

seeking or acting out: bad attention is worse than no attention!  He did not settle and seemed isolated.  

Bower (2008, p.14) writes: 

Some of Eve’s son’s contemporaries at Stowe were intolerant of his exceptional qualities.  The 
most critical lampooned “Greasy Branson’ as a self-centred, big-head suffering oily, pimply skin 
with a smarmy manner towards teachers.  But the majority accurately surmised that Branson’s 
diffident charm was exceptional.  

Adulthood 

    During early adulthood, Branson lived on a boat on the Thames River.  During an interview with 

Piers Morgan on CNN (September, 2011), he described a challenge in terms of emotional and physical 

safety.  The boat sank and he lost all, including photo albums.  Though traumatised, he realised the present, 
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loved ones and friends are more important, seeing the sinking of the boat as a part of life.  Psychologically, 

this may indicate a denial of loss and suppression of seemingly negative emotions.   

    Another illustration of safety need thwarting, though voluntary, occurred on a hot air balloon 

adventure.  In Marrakech, Morocco, Branson and his experienced balloonist friend, Per Lindstradt, counted 

down as they rose into the air.  Initially there were few difficulties, but from nine thousand metres, the 

balloon began losing height, dropping more than six hundred metres per minute.  Branson knew they were 

close to crash-landing in the Atlas Mountains.  Per threw off one of the full tanks.  The balloon stopped 

falling then rose quickly to one thousand metres. Throughout that night they tried to control the balloon, 

with one of the remaining fuel tanks leaking.  At dawn they managed to land in the Algerian desert:  

They say a dying man reviews his life in the final seconds before his death.  In my case this was 
not true.  As we hurtled towards becoming a fireball on the Atlas mountains and I thought I was 
going to die, all I could think of was that if I survived I would never do this again” (Branson, 2007, 
p.10). 

Maslow (1970a) would view this assertion as an indication of a severe threat to the sense of security and 

an understandable response as Branson came close to death.  In 2011 a fire flattened the main house on 

Necker.  In asking how he was coming to terms with the trauma, Branson responded to CNN interviewer, 

Piers Morgan: 

The first half an hour was obviously horrendous as I was woken up by my son, looked up at the big 
house, saw 200-foot flames coming out of it, and knew my daughter, nephews, nieces, mother, and 
friends were in the house.  That was truly horrifying.  We managed to rescue everybody.  I lost a 
lot of mementos, but realised how unimportant things are, compared to nobody being hurt.  We’ve 
regrouped.  We will be rebuilding and have an even more beautiful house with lots of memories for 
the future.  My son was banging on the glass of our window just screaming, that the house was on 
fire.  I leapt out of bed, looked up at the house, saw what was happening and then just started 
running, yes, stark naked toward the house in the pouring rain.  I ran into a cactus on the way which 
was painful.  That everybody was well was all that mattered. 

Morgan responded, suggesting he could not work out whether Branson was the luckiest or unluckiest 

person as he has always survived, to which he replied that he had been arguing with a friend about the 

existence of God over dinner the night before.  Branson was left wondering whether God was being really 

kind by allowing everyone to survive, or whether he was being punished for questioning His existence 

(Branson, 2012, p.38):   

There have been an extraordinary amount of times I have been saved from possible death.  To 
express my gratefulness for being spared my life, I am now spending most of my time trying to say 
thank you by working on important causes to make a difference. 

One wonders whether Branson’s upbringing is such that independence and self-reliance are such strong 

values that he has an inner struggle between what he was taught versus his experience in the world.  Also, 

he asserts he wondered whether he was being punished by God, indicating a belief in a higher force.  Or 

feeling guilt at being sceptical. 

7.3.3   Love and Belonging Needs 
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At this juncture, the researcher thought it useful to comment on research on belongingness.  

According to researchers, belonging to groups, whether they are school, family, community or otherwise, 

positively affects a number of key factors that contribute to our overall health and wellbeing (Haslam, Jetten, 

Postmes, & Haslam, 2009; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010; Jetten, Haslam, Haslam, & Branscombe, 

2009). In terms of educational institutions, schools have an important role in building social networks for 

individuals and offer unique opportunities for influencing belonging for school-aged children. According to a 

study, the benefits of belonging for individuals who report a sense of belonging to groups and networks are 

likely to exhibit positive psychological functioning across a range of variables including self-esteem, self-

efficacy, and life satisfaction (Daley & Buchanan, 1999; Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009). A 

sense of belonging also protects against psychopathology and stress (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

Belongingness has therefore been found important for school-aged children  

Childhood 

I cannot remember a moment in my life when I have not felt the love of my family.  We were a 
family that would have killed for each other, and still are.  My parents adored each other, and in my 
childhood there was barely a cross word between them (Branson, 1998, p.18). 

Whenever Branson or his siblings were near their mother, they had to be active.  If he tried to escape, he 

was told he was being selfish.  Branson’s parents did not have secrets.  The children were told what was 

going on and business was spoken about at dinner.  Branson believes this aided him in facing the reality 

of life and learning the value of money.  The children assisted their parents in money making projects. 

Communication “was fun and created a great sense of teamwork (Branson, 2007, p.72).  However, from a 

psychological point of view one may assert he was exposed to adult issues at too young an age, and was 

not given enough opportunity to be childlike. 

    To meet the need for belonging, social conditions are pivotal.  If we examine the nuclear family, his 

parents had different roles and parenting styles.  His father is described “as a rather quieter figure who 

smoked his pipe and enjoyed his newspaper”, and his mother full of life:  “She galvanized us” (Branson, 

1999, p.18).  

Both loved adventure.  The house was always full of people from different spheres, including 

students who came to learn English and ballet.  Visitors were entertained by Branson and his sisters.  When 

not entertaining others, the children worked in the garden, helped prepare meals and cleared up afterward.  

If he wanted to escape, Branson would cross the village green to see Nik.  He has memories of leaving his 

family laughing and helping one another (Branson, 1998).  The downside of a home filled with people may 

have been that there was never much intimacy amongst family members – the space was always 

community-based.  This experience informed Branson’s adulthood where he views staff as family, and does 

not often spend time alone with just his children and wife.   
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    In his earlier years, as the only child, Branson did, however, experience intimacy with his mother, 

with whom he stayed at home until boarding school.  His mother was pivotal in his development.  Bower 

(2008, p. 9) asserts “Branson’s mother, Eve, was the dominant influence in his life. Branson and Nik did 

everything together; climbing trees, riding bikes, shooting rabbits and hiding under Lindy’s bed to grab her 

ankle when she turned out the light.  In his autobiography (1998), Branson remarked he cannot recall a 

time when he and Nik weren’t friends.   

    When at home, both parents were involved in Branson’s extra-mural activities; his father helped 

build an aviary when he was a teenager, and his mother was involved in his magazine Student, writing 

articles, and giving him money that she could scarcely spare, and supporting him.  Branson’s mother was 

also instrumental in sharing ideas of people whom she thought he should approach for launching his 

magazine Student.  Branson’s mother was certainly a driving force in his behaviour. 

    At boarding school, however, Branson’s sense of belonging was challenged.  He did not do well at 

school, was always in trouble, and felt isolated.  Discovering his athletic talents changed the status quo and 

he excelled, becoming captain of the athletics and swimming teams.  This sense of belonging was thwarted 

after sustaining a knee injury which excluded him from sport.  Branson’s learning difficulties exacerbated 

his insecurities.  Not being able to read through dyslexia and short-sightedness was ongoing, despite sitting 

at the front of the class. Once he received glasses, Branson’s eyesight improved and he began making 

sense of letters and numbers. During the 1950s and 1960s dyslexia was not deemed a medical problem, 

with teachers and classmates referring to Branson as stupid and lazy.  This perception resulted in Branson 

being regularly beaten for bad performance. Branson compensated by training himself to concentrate.  He 

described this as advantageous; learning difficulties made him more intuitive.  Even today: “rather than 

dwelling on facts and figures I use my imagination and manage to grasp and expand on what I read” 

(Branson, 1998, p.31).  

Adolescence 

    After moving to Stowe in adolescence, it appears that, despite being in a school of eight hundred 

boys, Branson did not have a sense of belonging.  The dyslexia alienated him and together with not playing 

sports, kept him from socialising.  To cope, he had a relationship with the headmaster’s daughter, Charlotte, 

whom he regularly visited.  Branson was caught returning from her bedroom and expelled.  The shame in 

being caught prompted him to write a suicide note, which he gave to a boy whom he knew would read it.  

He intentionally walked toward the cliffs.  When he saw teachers and students running toward him Branson 

slowed down; he had no intention of harming himself.   The expulsion was overturned.  His mother was 

supportive, and his father even seemed quite impressed, describing Charlotte as ‘a very pretty girl’.  

Branson’s behaviour was manipulative and he used another student to gain the attention to overturn his 

expulsion.  After being banned from visiting Charlotte, he felt alone. He decided to spend time in the school 

library, where he befriended Jonny, whom he described as “extremely worldly and sophisticated, widely 
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read and staggeringly knowledgeable about the arts” (Branson, 1998, p. 28).  Branson needed a sense of 

belonging and Jonny became a good friend, joining Branson in business pursuits.  Through this friendship, 

Branson became interested in newspapers, deciding to pursue journalism, despite reading and writing 

difficulties.  Jonny’s influence led Branson to enter an essay competition in which he won first prize. After 

winning, Branson’s confidence improved and he came 3rd in English, from 21st place, but bottom in physics 

and chemistry (Branson, 1998). 

    It is fairly easy to see how students who see themselves as incapable of achieving excellence 

develop a belief of personal unworthiness as well as a hopelessness of ever becoming worthy. Our society; 

including most of our schools, highly values academic achievement, physical prowess, and attractiveness. 

Students who do not excel in at least one of these areas are thereby devalued. These are the students 

who, quite understandably, drop out of school. They remove themselves from the school environment 

where they are devalued and sometimes enter into other, sometimes dangerous, situations in which they 

are valued. Wagner, M. (1989). 

  At seventeen Branson left school prematurely as he was failing exams, was frustrated, and unable 

to play sport. He had also started a school magazine which he edited, called Student.  At the time, Branson 

felt lucky that he was able to speak to his parents openly. He wrote a letter explaining his reason for leaving 

school:  

Anything I do in life I want to do well and not half-heartedly.  I feel I am doing my best in Student– 
as well as time allows.  I saw a danger of falling between two stools and still do, of being a failure 
in everything.  I have to search for priorities if I am to get anywhere.  I am also still only sixteen 
(Branson, 2007, p.13). 

Branson’s parents reacted well.  At a time when most teens found it hard to confide in their parents, he 

never felt embarrassed or rebellious.  They encouraged him, even though they did not always praise him. 

When Branson discussed his plans for starting a magazine, his mother took him seriously. “What do you 

need to get started Ricky” (Branson, 2007, p.11).  This, despite his father’s reservations about curtailing his 

education – he thought university would set his son up for life.  

Adulthood 

    After leaving school, Branson and Jonny moved to London and lived in the basement of his parents’ 

London home: 

It was all-embracing glorious chaos in which I thrived and have thrived ever since.  We never had 
any money; were incredibly busy; but a close-knit team.  We worked together because it was fun, 
we felt what we were doing was important, and because we had great lives together (Branson, 
1998, p.64).   

Working on Student, Branson describes how “we were a close knit team; we were willing to get our hands 

dirty.  My family turned up on publishing days, helping to sell magazines.  Their enthusiasm swept us along, 
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making it fun” (Branson, 2007, p.17).  The sense of belonging reminds the researcher of his childhood, 

where a similar atmosphere was engendered, creating a sense of comfort. 

Branson’s struggle at Stowe changed when he left school.  He was surrounded by young idealists.  Bower 

(2008, p.59) comments: 

While the class of 1968 unsuccessfully struggled in the early 1970’s to disengage from their youthful 
preoccupations of socialist revolution and free love, Branson suffered none of their emotional 
turmoil.  He had always stood apart from the soul-searching idealists. 

The following indicates Branson’s inadequacy without others help: 

We all need someone to counterbalance our weaknesses and work off our strengths.  Sometimes 
it’s one person, sometimes a team, all of whom bring their unique talents and abilities to the table.  
Your family is your network of support – my advice to a budding entrepreneur would always be: 
listen to your family, accept their help and don’t dismiss them out of hand (Branson, 2007, p.14). 

7.3.4   Esteem needs  

Contrary to what some might think, self-esteem does not come from telling children they are 

wonderful, or giving every child a trophy.  Indeed, it's possible for a child to feel good about themselves 

even when they fail.  When children compete — win or lose — they see that their own hard work and 

practice can make a difference. Earning a prize contributes to self-esteem only when a person knows it 

has been earned.  Self-esteem is the result of experiences that help a child feel capable, effective, and 

accepted.  According to research, when children learn to do things for themselves and feel proud of what 

they can do, they feel capable. Children feel effective when they see that good things come from efforts 

like trying hard, getting close to a goal, or making progress. For example, when taking part in a service 

project, a child may feel confident when they see how their actions matter.  Further, when a child feels 

accepted and understood by a parent or someone close, they are likely to accept themselves, too. Their 

good feelings about themselves multiply as parents praise good behaviours, help when needed, and give 

encouragement and support. For the researcher, it is indisputable that self-esteem develops over time. If 

it's low, it can be raised. Parents or caregivers play a pivotal role in nurturing self-esteem. Lyness (2016) 

asserted there are practical ways to assist children to develop self-esteem: 

 Help a child learn to do things. At every age, there are new things for kids to learn. Even during 

babyhood, learning to hold a cup or taking first steps sparks a sense of mastery and delight. As 

your child grows, things like learning to dress, read, or ride a bike provide perfect opportunities for 

self-esteem to take root.  

 When teaching children how to do things, show and help them at first. Then let them do what they 

can, even if they make mistakes. Be sure the child has lots of opportunities to learn, try, and feel 

proud. Don't make new challenges too easy — or too hard. 
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 Praise your child, but do it wisely. Of course, it's good to praise kids. Your praise is a way to show 

that you are proud, too. But research shows that some ways of praising kids can actually 

backfire. In a nutshell (Lyness, 2016) asserts: 

Avoid over-praising. Praise that doesn't feel earned doesn't ring true. For example, telling a child he 

played a great game when he knows he didn't feels hollow and fake. It's better to say, "I know that wasn't 

your best performance, but we all have off days. I'm proud of you for not giving up." Add a vote of 

confidence, "Tomorrow, you'll be back on your game."  

Praise effort rather than fixed qualities. Avoid focusing praise on results (such as getting an A), or fixed 

qualities (such as being smart or athletic). This kind of praise can lead a child to avoid challenges that 

may threaten the good 'reputation' they get praised for most.  Instead, praise should be focused on effort, 

progress, and attitude. For example: "You're working hard on that project," or, "You're getting better and 

better at these spelling tests," or, "I'm proud of you for practicing piano — you've really stuck with it." This 

kind of praise encourages kids to put effort into things, work toward goals, and try. When kids do that, 

they are more likely to succeed. 

Be a good role model. When you put effort into everyday tasks (like raking the leaves, making a meal, 

cleaning up the dishes, or washing the car), you're setting a good example. A child learns to put effort into 

doing homework, cleaning up toys, or making the bed.  Modelling the right attitude counts, too. When you 

do tasks in a positive frame of mind, a child learns to do the same. When you avoid rushing through 

chores and take pride in a job well done, you teach a child to do that, too.  

Ban harsh criticism. The messages a child hears about themselves from others easily translate into how 

they feel about themselves. Harsh words ("You're so lazy!") are harmful and demotivating. When a child 

absorbs negative messages, they feel bad about themselves, and act accordingly.  

Focus on strengths. Parents or caregivers are advised to pay attention to what a child does well and 

enjoys and has opportunities to develop these strengths. Nurturing strengths is better than focusing on 

weaknesses. 

Childhood 

Branson’s parents had been through two world wars and molly-coddling or over-protectiveness was 

discouraged. Branson writes: 

Dad was always there for us, but mum drove us to do our best.  I learnt about business and money 
from her.  She would say “the winner takes it all”, and “chase your dreams”.  Mum knew losing 
wasn’t fair but part of life (Branson, 1998, p. 67).   
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Branson’s mother remarked how, as a child, he would hide behind her in company.  Branson’s self-esteem 

was low and he suffered with anxiety. When he was four his mother stopped the car kilometres away from 

home and ordered Branson to find his way.  Challenges set by his mother were common and became more 

difficult as he grew older.  Branson’s parents wanted him to be strong, self-reliant and independent.   

    Branson’s friendship with Nik, his best friend, was based on affection and a strong element of 

competition. Branson was determined to do everything better, indicating his ego was weak and he needed 

to win in order to feel he was worthy.  This is illustrated when, one summer Nik was given a new bike for 

his birthday.  They decided to do ‘the river run’, a game where they raced straight downhill, skidding to a 

halt as close to the edge of the riverbank as possible. Branson hated losing. Nik boasted his skid was 

perfect.  Branson lost control, somersaulting into the water, bike sinking. He was swept downstream but 

managed to get back ashore. Nik was furious, demanding Branson fetch his bike. Two hours was 

unsuccessfully spent trying to salvage the bike.  Branson was afraid Nik would have a seizure, to which he 

was prone. Branson’s parents bought another bike for Nik, which apparently cost a month’s sale of tissue 

boxes (Branson, 1998).  The impression is made that there was a power differential between the friends, 

with Branson needing to be in control and Nik being more a ‘follower’. 

    At Scaitcliffe Branson’s confidence improved.  Though not academically inclined, Branson was 

keen to succeed at sports.  He concedes (Branson, 1998) it was his only opportunity to excel.  A natural 

athlete, he became captain of the football, rugby and cricket teams.  His sporting prowess led him to win 

various awards, including cups for sprinting and hurdling.  Just before his tenth birthday, in 1961, he won 

all the races in his age group.  Not having done long jump, Branson entered and won.  He was congratulated 

by the school master, who shook his hand; Branson had set a new Scaitcliffe record.  Branson recalls his 

parents and sister Lindy at the marquee at prize giving after his resounding success, clapping as he won 

the trophy for the most successful athlete. Sport helped Branson gain a sense of self-esteem and the 

attention he craved.      

    Branson’s mother noticed her son becoming increasingly popular.  His self-esteem was such that 

he said: “Who cared if I couldn’t spell? Not me” (Branson, 1998, p.31).  Burgeoning self-esteem on the 

sports field was short lived, however, as he tore a ligament behind his knee whilst playing football.  After 

the incident Branson became temporarily incapacitated. His parents became increasingly concerned about 

Branson’s prospect for success in the Common Entrance Exam, a crucial entrance examination for senior 

school.  Branson’s mother believed anything is possible with effort.  After entering an essay competition 

and winning, his mother said: “I knew you could win, Ricky” (Branson, 1998, p. 72).  Branson seemed 

always to want to please his mother and internalised her need to excel. 

    Branson’s mother observed he had become quite unruly, seeming not to care about his schoolwork 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013).  His mother predicted he would achieve great things, even becoming a president.  
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She likened raising him to riding a thoroughbred horse.  “He needed guiding but you were afraid to pull the 

reigns too hard in case you stamped out the adventure and wildness” (Bower, 2008, p.14). 

Adolescence 

I believe in myself and even as a teenager, believed it could be done and wanted to prove them 
wrong. I’ve always been stubborn, and negativity from anyone strengthens my resolve and makes 
me more determined (Branson, 2007, p.7). 

Branson learnt his strength was in concrete application versus theoretical concepts.  During his early 

adolescent years Branson began his business ventures.  One Easter holiday he decided to follow his 

mother’s entrepreneurship.  Undeterred by the school’s lack of faith in his ability with numbers, he saw an 

opportunity to grow Christmas trees (conifers).  Branson predicted that after two years, the trees would 

grow to a saleable height. The two planted the seeds.  They calculated a good profit, but the following 

holiday found rabbits had eaten the saplings. They were distraught and decided to exacted dire revenge. 

The rabbits were shot and skinned, the carcasses sold to the local butcher.  This did not deter Branson and 

the next holiday, persuaded his father to build an aviary to breed birds.  This business failed as rats ate the 

birds and his mother released the rest: 

Whilst I did not make money, I learnt about mathematics.  It was when using real numbers to solve 
real problems that mathematics made sense.  If I was calculating and the numbers were concrete, 
I enjoyed using them (Branson, 1998, p.38). 

To improve academic problems, given the loss of his sporting prowess, Branson’s parents decided to send 

him to Cliff View House with the intense focus on schoolwork.  However, at Cliff View, aged fifteen, Branson 

became involved with Charlotte, an attractive eighteen year old daughter of the headmaster (Branson & 

Peppe, 2013).   

    In assessing esteem needs, Branson’s time at Stowe is also significant.  The school had more than 

eight hundred boys.  At the time, fagging was practised - younger boys are expected to run errands and do 

chores for older ones. Bullying was rife.  One’s reputation – and ability to avoid being picked on – was 

helped by sporting achievements.  Unfortunately for Branson, due to the injury, his knee buckled whenever 

he tried to run.  He was also battling academically and did not fit in.  Being unsuccessful in both endeavours, 

he was quickly side-lined.  For Branson, it seemed all the challenges his parents had set him were now 

irrelevant (Branson, 1998).  

A poem he wrote at 13 seems to reveal his internal struggle: 

Ambition 

         Walking along corridors 

With a block of concrete hovering over my head 

Made of ambition and responsibility 

It becomes larger and larger every day, 
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And more and more sinister 

Will it become gold? 

Or will it collapse and shatter upon me? 

Or will it rapidly diminish into the distance? (Branson & Peppe, 2013) 

Branson found refuge in the library where he began writing a novel.  He describes how he sat in the most 

wonderful splendour, surrounded by leather-bound books and two world globes.  In addition, the library 

overlooked a beautiful ornamental lake.   

    Despite the challenges and diversions, he managed to do well in the Common Entrance Exam, and 

was accepted at Stowe, a good public (in South Africa the equivalent of private) school. The success was 

encouraging but short lived, and though he was never a high achiever academically, his schoolwork 

improved.  He learned to focus on difficult words and his spelling improved.  “I think this shows you can 

achieve almost anything – but you have to make an effort.  I didn’t stop challenging myself “(Branson, 2007, 

p.62).   

    Whilst at Stowe, Branson recalled his parents had brought him up to think he could change the 

world, so when he noticed how the school was managed, he felt sure he could do it better.  Stowe was run 

in a reasonably liberal manner, encouraging boys of all ages to contribute to the running of the school.  

Branson’s parents had instilled a rebellious streak in him.  He believed rules were there to be broken, and 

Stowe had many which were mostly outdated and pointless to him.  Some included fagging (where younger 

boys had to be ‘slaves’ to older boys), CCF (Combined Cadet Force) where boys dressed up as soldiers 

and paraded around with antiquated rifles; and compulsory church attendance on Sundays.  Branson 

dodged church by skipping the first service of the new term.  His name was left off the register, so he was 

not missed.  Branson objected strongly to the rule that anyone who wasn’t playing in a particular sporting 

match had to watch the team that was.  Branson felt that if he hadn’t been ruled out by his weak knee he 

would be in a team.  He wrote to the Headmaster: 

I am against the utter waste of time that is spent in compulsory watching of matches.  If one is 
unable to play for the First XI one should be able to spend ones time in better ways than that.  I 
know this sounds a frightful break against tradition, but I feel strongly about this.  If 450-odd people 
watching spent time in Buckingham cleaning windows, for instance, they would gain something 
more than watching others achieve something (Branson, 1998, p.40). 

Branson also tried to rearrange the system of school meals; 

I feel to improve Stowe one has first got to do it socially, even before religiously.  Many boys are 
thirsting for knowledge through interesting conversations.  One of the best times to talk is at meals, 
but at Stowe this is practically impossible.  One goes into the hall, sits down at one’s allotted table 
next to the same boys every day.  A canteen must be constructed in one of the dining rooms.  Then 
boys could choose their own food; they would be free to sit down where they wish; and they could 
put their forks and plates in a box when they go out.  The food waste is fantastic, and with a canteen 
system you could cut down on at least half the Italian and Spanish waiters.  I am interested in your 
views, and money saved could possibly be put towards my next plan (Branson, 1998, p.41). 



134 

 

  

In response, the headmaster suggested he air his views in the school magazine, but Jonny and Branson 

preferred setting up an alternative magazine with a fresh attitude.  They wanted to campaign against 

fagging, corporal punishment, compulsory chapel attendance, the rules regarding match attendance, and 

Latin.  Branson felt the ideas too revolutionary for the school magazine, aptly named The Stoic. They 

thought of linking with other schools with similar rules, and the idea of an interschool magazine was 

hatched.  When Branson told peers he wanted to start a magazine for sale on a formal, commercial scale, 

he was confronted with disbelief, scepticism and hoots of laughter.  They treated the project lightly.  Some 

shrugged, saying he had no experience.  He was serious: “I believed in himself, believed it could be done 

and wanted to prove them wrong” (Branson, 2007, p.7).  When Branson feels in control and has a central 

focus, his esteem is improved, sometimes to the point of feeling omnipotent. 

    At the time Branson’s schoolwork was going from bad to worse, but he was becoming more self-

confident.  It is with these creative and pioneering ideas that Branson launched the magazine Student.  In 

hindsight, Branson says had he been older, the absurdity of trying to sell advertising to major companies, 

in a magazine that did not exist, edited by two fifteen year olds, would have prevented him from picking up 

the phone at all.  He admits to being too young to contemplate failure (Branson, 1998). 

    Despite his confidence, Branson’s scholastic achievements were waning.  At the same time, in the 

run-up to the examinations, Branson decided to drop a number of subjects he had no chance of passing.  

This gave him more time for Student.  His teachers said he had given up.  He was doing better at History, 

French and English, but not Mathematics, which was compulsory.  His teacher commented on his report 

that despite the extra effort, Branson was finding difficulty in retaining methods of problem solving and 

opined he would need a lot of luck with the examination.  Branson’s main excitement was writing hundreds 

of letters for Student, and waiting for replies.  After working on the magazine for a year and not getting 

advertising, he asserted: “I refused to bow to the inevitable.  Anything I do in life I want to do well” (Branson, 

1998, p.45).   

    He felt in danger of falling between being a failure in everything and having to search for new 

priorities if he was to go anywhere.  He was sixteen.  In recalling his youth, Branson reflected how different 

life was at sixteen compared with the current century; there was time to shoot, fish, swim, go out with girls, 

visit a museum or help in the garden.  Nowadays, “adulthood is a long struggle versus the freedom of youth” 

(1980, p.46). 

    Branson continued to lose interest in academics.  He did not study, and cheated in examinations.  

Several studies show students “whose intrinsic motivation for a course drops, the extrinsic motivation rises, 

and cheating goes up” (Jordan, 2005).   It was evident from a young age that Branson was finding 

academics an almost impossible task, and under pressure, resorted to dishonesty.  Interestingly, some 

researchers found that students who plagiarized in school were more likely to be dishonest later in life.  In 

2007, a survey of 154 college students found that students who cheated were more likely to break rules in 
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the workplace, cheat on spouses and engage in illegal activities (Novotney, 2011).  Branson’s motivation, 

it seems, was out of desperation and an intention on passing, but being a journalist in London.  When he 

left Stowe in 1967 after the exams, his headmaster’s parting words were: “Congratulations Branson, I 

predict you will either go to prison, or become a millionaire’ (Branson, 1998, p.32).   

Bower (2008, p. 15) writes in his biography of Branson: 

To the bewildered admiration of his contemporaries, Richard regularly carried into the classroom 
stacks of correspondence relating to Student magazine.  He regaled his audience with the words 
addressed to him by writers, musicians, actors and politicians, including Harold Wilson, the Prime 
Minister, and Ted Heath, the leader of the Conservatives.  His success encouraged volunteers to 
write appeals for advertising and cajoling pleas to the famous for free articles.  His gift was his 
genial enthusiasm which disarmed those whom he approached for help.  Even sceptics were 
seduced to espouse his ambition after listening to his bold account of a return to Soho to interview 
prostitutes for a sensational article in the new magazine.  Soon, for the unusually worldly seventeen 
year old, Stowe had become insufferably parochial.  

Adulthood 

I believe in myself.  I believe in the hand that works, in the brains that think, and in the heart that 
loves (Branson, 2007, p.77). 

On leaving school, Branson’s unthreatening self-confidence attracted older people seeking spiritual 

liberation in an uninhibited atmosphere.  Attractive girls, eager to experiment, camped on the floors of the 

apartment he shared with Jonny, to escape their parents, and in return welcomed a stream of ex-public 

school boys equally willing to produce and sell Student magazine (Bower, 2008).       

    Without questioning their host’s authority, they enjoyed music, sex, drugs, and ate food collected 

at the end of the day from the dustbin of a local supermarket.  Their presence reassured Branson of his 

popularity and guaranteed an escape from solitude.  Money, Branson remarked at the time, was irrelevant.  

His fun party glued his new ‘family’ together.  “In the spirit of the era, we were all contributing to the good 

of mankind although no one understood quite how” (Branson, 2007, p.16).  The concept of family is 

paramount in Branson’s psyche and his sense of self has been created within the realm of a community in 

which he leads.  It seems Branson needed to replace his family of origin with another ‘family’, giving him a 

sense of belonging and support.   

    Branson’s mother quipped that he has the ability to “pluck what he wants out of you” (Bower, 2008, 

p.16).  Branson recognised his confidence: 

When I was young and impoverished, but brimming with enthusiasm and the conviction that I could 
achieve anything, I flew to Japan and ambitiously set up numerous meetings with people in the 
media and entertainment world (Branson, 2007, p.106). 

His self-esteem is further illustrated by his comment: “The day Virgin became a private company again was 

like landing safely after a record attempt in a powerboat or a balloon.  I felt nothing but relief.  Once again, 

I was captain of my ship and master of my fate” (Branson, 2007, p.7).  A further illustration of Branson’s 

confidence is when he took on Coca Cola.  “My ultimate goal is to become the world’s cola king” (Bower, 



136 

 

  

2008, p.193).  At the time, he decided to launch Virgin Cola in one hundred and forty countries over a period 

of two or three years.  He prophesied that his company would overtake Coca Cola in most of America, but 

the business failed.  

    In 1997 Branson, with his extraverted personality, appeared on many American television 

programmes, talk shows and interviews, which included guests such as the late Princess Dianna and other 

celebrities.  He was lauded as a ‘fun and friendly guy’ at a dinner organised by Virgin overlooking the Tower 

of London, a hit with the Americans.  According to Bower (2008), his after-dinner speech reflected the self-

confidence of his high ratings.  As an adult, Branson’s self-esteem emanates from his positive view of 

himself, believing he can achieve what he sets his mind to.  Esteem needs have also been met by others ’ 

recognition of him.  His marketing demonstrates an overwhelming belief in his capabilities.  He accepted 

that “I was of a rare breed; most entrepreneurs don’t manage to survive that far or for that long: You have 

to believe you can make it happen” (Branson, 2007, p. 477, 478).  This assertion may be construed as 

bordering on arrogance as Branson has never achieved anything alone. 

    During adulthood, Branson’s confidence has not always been good, with some incidents leaving 

him vulnerable.  When rejected by musicians during early adulthood, he commented:  “I am baffled why 

Dire Straits, Boomtown Rats and Bob Geldorf did not sign with Virgin Record label.” “Surely”, he retorted, 

“they should have been susceptible because I was the amiable alternative to the dull suits” (Bower, 2008, 

p.47).   

    Branson’s self-esteem was also affected by the so-called Dirty Tricks Campaign when he sued 

British Airways (BA) who had launched a smear campaign against him and his airline, spreading rumours 

that Branson was working dishonestly.  Branson sued BA for libel and in 1992, before the court trial, 

admitted to feeling fragile.  According to Bower (2000), Branson was admired as the head of the contented 

Virgin family – he was seen as the champion of healthy competition. Virgin won the libel suit and was 

granted a substantial pay out.  In an interview with Joe Polish, Branson was asked why he thought he had 

so many admirers who loved and respected him: 

I love people.  I’m very fortunate to have been brought up in that way.  Some people are just brought 
up in a way where they’re not so good with people, and it’s more difficult for them.  I was brought 
up by parents who lavished praise on me and would look for the best in me.  About the only time 
they criticised me would be if I were about to walk across the road and get run over.  They were 
really full of encouragement.  It worked for our family.  

7.3.5 Cognitive Needs 

Before moving onto Maslow’s assertion regarding cognitive needs, the researcher thought it may be 

useful to briefly introduce two other renowned theoretical perspectives on cognitive development, being 

Piaget’s theory, and the Information Processing Model.  Both offer staged theories whilst Maslow 

described the basic need for humans to develop cognitively.  What the researcher found useful is the 

overlapping of the theoretical stances, in that development is endemic, and the environment plays an 
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important role in nurturing a child’s cognitive growth.  I am sure all cognitive theorists would concur that 

cognitive growth is ultimately a need, that without it, a human stagnates and is unable to cope efficiently 

in the world. 

7.3.5.1 Piaget’s Model of Cognitive Development 
 
In 1952, French Psychologist Jean Piaget published a theory that the cognitive development 

of children occurs in four distinct stages, with each stage building upon the last and 

characterized by higher levels of sophistication and thought.  Piaget’s (1972) stages were 

ground-breaking. Before his influential theory changed the way people viewed childhood 

development, it was believed that babies were without cognition until they were old enough to 

develop language.  The four stages follow: 

1. Sensorimotor Stage: Birth through about 2 years. During this stage, children learn about the 

world through their senses and the manipulation of objects. 

2. Preoperational Stage: Ages 2 through 7. During this stage, children develop memory and 

imagination. They are also able to understand things symbolically, and to understand the ideas of 

past and future. 

3. Concrete Operational Stage. Ages 7 through 11. During this stage, children become more 

aware of external events, as well as feelings other than their own. They become less egocentric, 

and begin to understand that not everyone shares their thoughts, beliefs, or feelings.  

4. Formal Operational Stage. Ages 11 and older. During this stage, children are able to use logic 

to solve problems, view the world around them, and plan for the future. 

7.3.5.2   Information Processing Model 

Another way to look at cognitive stages for child development is to use The Information Processing 

Model Miller, P. H. (2011). Developed in the 1960s and 1970s, this model tracks the development of 

cognitive skills including attention, short term memory, long term memory, logic & reasoning, and auditory 

processing. According to the Information Processing Model: 

1. Ages 2 through 5: Children develop attention skills, short-term memory, and long-term memory 
2. Ages 5 through 7: Children develop better control over attention, memory, and problem-solving 

skills, and are able to use their cognitive abilities to attain goals or solve problems. Logic & 
reasoning also develops further as children are able to make connections between ideas. 
Auditory processing, a skill that is foundational for reading, is also developing during this time 
frame. 

Cognitive skills are the skills the brain uses to think, learn, read, remember, pay attention, and solve 

problems. They are also the skills that are measured to determine IQ. All cognitive profiles do not look the 

same. Everyone has some skills that are stronger than others. The good news is that cognitive skills are 

not set in stone. If weak skills are identified, they can be strengthened through cognitive training, often 
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called brain training. Brain training uses fun, challenging mental exercises to target and improve weak 

cognitive skills. 

In integrating the cognitive need as set out above with the life of Branson, what is most notable is 

his citation: “My parents always treated my two sisters, Lindi and Vanessa, and me as equals whose 

opinions were just as valid.  My parents encouraged us to have an opinion and rarely gave us advice unless 

we asked for it (Branson, 1988, p 22).  As a child, he would discuss with his father, legal cases.  They 

argued and debated issues like pornography and whether drugs should be legalised “long before we knew 

what we were really talking about” (Branson, 1998, p.16).  This practice is congruent with Maslow’s 

assertion that cognitive needs are most prevalent in childhood and adolescence, rather than in adulthood.  

Branson was exposed, from early childhood, to adult concepts and discussions, creating a space for him 

to have an opinion. 

Adolescence  

Maslow (1970b) asserted acquiring knowledge is a result of spontaneous and intrinsic maturation 

on the part of a person, rather than taught from an external source, making this need integral in respect of 

biological development.  During Branson’s adolescent years, we observe self-management increase.  At 

boarding school Branson continued to be outspoken.  His curiosity continued in his acquisition of knowledge 

through reading, starting enterprises and his general zest for life. 

Adulthood  

Branson writes, “Even today, when relaxing, my brain is working, churning out new ideas.  Because 

Virgin is a worldwide company, I need to be awake much of the time, so I am good at catnaps, catching an 

hour or two of sleep at a time.  Of all my skills, that is vital for me” (Branson, 2007, p.89).  Branson’s curiosity 

and natural attraction to the unknown in his initiation of businesses and sojourn into different areas, e.g. 

global warming, is indicative of a continuance of his attending to cognitive needs and the fact that his 

curiosity was nurtured in childhood. 

7.3.6    Aesthetic needs 

    This quality is not mentioned in the data and is therefore not a factor contributing to self-

actualisation. 

7.4   Growth Needs 

    In terms of Growth needs, Branson’s childhood and adolescence are included where material 

illustrates the embryonic seeds of self-actualisation.  During childhood Branson’s growth desires lay 

dormant, as he was preoccupied satisfying basic needs.   The characteristics of self-actualisers are now 

married with illustrations in Branson’s life. 
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7.4.1   Characteristics of Self-Actualisation in respect of Branson 

Although Maslow himself did little in the way of formal research, his work has inspired a number 

of dedicated investigators. Shostrom (1963) developed the Personal Orientation Inventory (POI) as a 

measure of self- actualization, and a significant body of research has been conducted using this 

instrument (Gray, 1986; Kelly & Chovan, 1985; Rychman 1985). Maslow’s concept of peak experience 

has also sparked research (Wilson & Spencer, 1990; see Mathes, et al., 1982, for a literature review). 

Case studies of self-actualizing individuals have confirmed Maslow’s theory and also related self-

actualization to Dabrowski’s (1967) theory of emotional development (Piechowski, 1978, 1990; 

Piechowski & Tyska, 1982; Brennan & Piechowski, 1991). Content validation has further clarified 

Maslow’s original formulation of self- actualization (Leclerc, et al., 1998). 

7.4.1.1   Accurate Perception of Reality  

Childhood 

   As a young boy, Branson was shy and awkward, prone to stuttering.  His mother was determined 

he not be socially inept and was influential in his overcoming of challenges (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  As 

indicated, Branson seemed to struggle with anxiety, but eventually internalised his mother’s encouragement 

and became almost fearless.  This may be psychologically construed as suppression in the face of fear of 

being emotionally abandoned and congruent with his seemingly endless love of dangerous exploits which, 

ironically, caused his parents anxiety.      

    They believed that if a child was shy, it was a form of selfishness.  It was important to alleviate this, 

and create boundaries to contain his over-zealousness.  A way his mother dealt with Branson’s 

temperament was to drag him downstairs to sing and recite in front of guests.  Branson hated it, but seemed 

to adjust. Eve believed “If you can’t risk making a fool of yourself, there is little chance of achieving anything” 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 33).  Despite shyness, Eve cites it was difficult to curb his fearlessness, 

exuberance and drive for fun and adventure.   

    In the self-actualiser, the perception of reality eventuates in a superior ability to reason, perceive 

the truth, come to conclusions, and be logical and cognitively efficient in general.  An example of this quality 

being nurtured in Branson’s life is that he acknowledged his dyslexia.  At the time, dyslexia was not 

understood and teachers thought him lazy and stupid.  He taught himself to learn things by rote, training 

himself to memorise:  “My memory has become one of my best tools in business” (Branson, 2007, p. 18).  

It may be concluded that Branson taught himself thus as a defence mechanism, as he had been taught not 

to fail at anything.  Branson came to be realistic about his disability, and found a practical way to deal with 

it.  He did not like boarding school, but came to accept his fate and made the most of it by becoming 

involved in sport.  As a boy, he dreamed of becoming a professional sportsman but, after a knee injury, 

continued to explore through other means, at one point wanting to become a journalist. 
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Adolescence 

    At sixteen, Branson began working on his first business project, Student magazine.  Unlike the 

teenagers with whom he associated, he stepped out of his comfort zone and began a new venture without 

cultural or peer influence.  He later recalls how the experience led him to realise the importance of doing 

what he wanted, of not being afraid: “Whatever your goal is you will never succeed unless you let go of 

your fears and fly” (Branson, 2007, p.8).  This epitomises his view as a young entrepreneur in that he set 

his mind to do something and took action.  Stepping into the unknown requires fearlessness and a desire 

for challenge and adventure.  His desire for new challenges led to his enjoying being at a disadvantage in 

a situation as this motivated him to succeed (Branson & Peppe, 2013). 

    In respect of the Student magazine, Branson and Nik faced the financial hardships, accepting the 

reality of the situation.  After managing cash from a biscuit tin and a series of unpaid IOU’s (I-owe-you), 

they focused on paying off debt.  Branson paid everything owing as he faced the reality and dealt with 

things as they were. 

    Branson’s risk-taking behaviour has not always paid off.  He is imperfect and makes mistakes.  He 

was imprisoned after being caught for tax evasion in 1971 with records imported from France, but 

confronted the problem.  He kept a clear head; “I was sorry; I would not do it again; and I negotiated an 

out-of-court settlement with the Customs and Excise office” (Branson, 1988, p. 100).  He took responsibility 

for his dishonest behaviour.  Later, he paid his mother the bail money. In facing reality, when the incentives 

to make money continued, he decided to be honest, prison avoidance being the most persuasive incentive 

he had.  Perhaps Branson learnt through this experience that he is not omnipotent, and could not be 

hedonistic without consequence. 

Adulthood 

The brave may not live forever - but the cautious do not live at all (Branson, 1997, p.28).   

Although he has done many different things and taken many risks, he writes: “It’s never a bad thing to have 

a dream, but I’m practical about it.  I don’t fantasise and daydream about the impossible.  I set goals and 

work out how to achieve them” (Branson, 2007, p. viii).  Though willing to take risks, Branson purports to 

“protect the downside’.  This means working out all that can go wrong and considering all eventualities.  He 

has come close to failing many times.  He reports this is due to an attempt to achieve world records for 

boating or ballooning.  “But through luck and planning, I have survived the company and myself” (Branson, 

2012, p.29). 

 Maslow (1970a) sees as pivotal an accurate perception of reality, rationality.  In grounding 

fantasies, it is argued that Branson can attain a relatively unbiased perception.  He also draws on the 

knowledge of others, in keeping with Maslow’s conceptualization of seeing reality without distortion.     
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 Branson has faced unpredictable situations.  In 1980 he noted Virgin’s income was decreasing, 

and the company at risk of closing.  To address the issue, he made a list of priorities to sort out: a) 

Remortgage the Manor, b) Turn off the swimming-pool heater, c) Sign Japan (the band), d) Sell the houses 

in Vernon Yard, e) Ask Mike Oldfield (first successful signing) if we can hold back his cash, f) Sell the 

houseboat, g) Sell my car, h) Lease all the recording equipment, i) Nik could sell his shares to a merchant 

bank or Warner Brothers, j) Sell The Venue (a nightclub owned by Branson) (Branson, 1998).  Through his 

concrete approach, Branson saved the company from bankruptcy.  It is evidenced that Branson sees the 

issue as it is and faces it, in the “real world” as Maslow argued.  He acknowledges that most successful 

businesses go through tough times and Virgin was no different.  He has experienced recessions – in the 

1970’s and late 1980’s – as well as terrorist attacks and wars – all of which have impacted the businesses: 

I learnt there are business opportunities in all the doom and gloom.  When something doesn’t go 
exactly to plan, money is tight or a business is struggling – see it as a challenge rather than a 
failure.  Look outside the box and try and find a solution – you’ll be surprised how many great 
opportunities and possibilities arise when things look bad.  You have just got to open your mind 
and not be afraid of sticking your neck out (Branson, 2012a). 

The psychologically healthy person is generally unthreatened and unafraid of the unknown, but excited by 

it.  This notion of being open is succinctly stated by Einstein: “The most beautiful thing we can experience 

is the mysterious; it is the source of all art and science” (Maslow, 1970a, p.130).  In an interview on January 

31 with Isabella Kumar, Branson was asked whether he was afraid of anything, to which he replied: 

I love life; I don’t want to leave early.  I have been fortunate to survive five sea rescues and many 
other things.  I have good health and my family has good health.  Besides that, I am afraid of little 
(Branson, 2007, p. 84).   

Maslow (1970a) asserted it is the mysterious and unknown that allows us to grow.  Branson cites James 
Ullman’s dictum to which he relates:  

Challenge is the core and mainspring of all human action.  If there’s an ocean, we cross it.  If there’s 
a disease we cure it.  If there’s a wrong, we right it.  If there’s a record, we break it.  And if there’s 
a mountain, we climb it” (Branson, 2007, p.69). 

Branson comments that he knows many who spontaneously say no, not taking time to decide on an issue.  

This is a Pavlovian response to answering a question, whether about something insignificant or 

revolutionary.  This may be over-cautiousness, a fear of the unknown, and anathema to Branson’s 

approach.  If something seems like a good idea he considers it, often making a quick decision.  Although 

not saying yes to everything: 

It’s worse to have a closed mind, missing opportunities, than making the occasional mistake” 
(Branson, 2007, p.2).  

Maslow (1970a) embraced this openness to experience, the ability to let go of fear and live with the 

ambiguity of not knowing the outcome.  Branson admits to being called the ‘yes’ man at Virgin due to his 

belief that anything is possible (Branson, 2007, p. 72).  He has developed a reputation for risk-taking and 

at the time of conducting this research, owns more than 400 companies: 
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I admit to being fearless about taking on new businesses, sectors and challenges even when the 
self-proclaimed experts told me I didn’t know what they were about and that I am like a lamb to the 
slaughter (Branson, 2012, p.46). 

But, whilst Branson has an unusually high tolerance for risk his actions spring from the principle of “always 

protecting the downside” (Branson, 2012, p.46).   

    Branson’s ability to face the unknown is legendary.  His love for adventure has resulted in many 

risky exploits.  Whilst most focus on his commercial ventures, Branson has set records for crossing the 

Atlantic in a speedboat, hot-air balloon travel, both trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific, and in 2004, he set a 

record for the fastest amphibious vehicle crossing the English Channel.   He admits; “there were many 

sound and solid reasons I should not go, but I cannot resist a challenge (Branson, 2007, p.25).  Branson 

trained hard for the Blue Riband Atlantic speedboat record attempt and put the same amount of preparation 

into the adventure in the balloon.  Before setting out in the hot air balloon, he wrote his Last Will and 

Testament, asking to be buried in a certain spot if his body was recovered.  He was aware that an accident 

in a balloon is different from a ship sinking:  on a ship there is more chance of being rescued.  It is impossible 

to ascertain with certainty where unknown winds and jet streams will allow the balloon to go, or where and 

how fast it will plummet to earth.   Branson went to Spain to learn to fly the hot air-balloon - the lessons 

which he admits saved his life (Branson, 2007, p.26).  During the flight, the balloon crashed a few hundred 

kilometres short of Hawaii into the sea.  The two adventurers were rescued by helicopter, after which he 

reflected:  “Letting go of fear allows one to progress and move forward in life” (Branson, 2007, p.86).  

However, this quality does not exclude him from ever feeling afraid. In a court case involving an investment 

of Virgin monies in feature films, Branson commented, “Something terrible is going to happen.  I just feel 

it’s all going to blow up.”  The Australian Al Clark, who was a witness in the trial, noticed his jitters.  

Apparently the unreported humiliation in court could not explain the level of Branson’s nervousness.  He 

commented: “I just don’t see where I’m going”.  This is contrary to the image cultivated of never 

contemplating failure or fearing the consequences – and contrary to his mother’s self-assuring boast: “He’s 

addicted to danger, of pitting himself against the unknown”.  According to Bower, Branson appeared 

“unexpectedly terrified by life’s fragility.  Everything could crumble if he stumbled or missed the next step; 

he felt momentarily blinded” (Bower, 2008, p.54). 

    Another example of Branson experiencing fear is when he freefell from an unopened parachute to 

possible death.  There was little chance of him dying as there was a back-up chute.  He was encouraged 

to jump; his accountant reckoned his attempt would inspire fund managers to risk the public’s money in 

Virgin, even if they saw two instructors clasping him as he slid from the plane.  Branson, according to 

Bower, was shaken up following the jump, confessing his terror in a television documentary (Bower, 2008, 

p.76). 

Branson does not spend time protecting himself against what might be termed imagined dangers 

(Maslow (1970a).  When facing a challenge he prepares.  He is unafraid of taking calculated risks.  
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“Sometimes “he says “they turn out to be less dangerous”.  He accepts reality, the perfect ten does not 

exist; “when you hit the mark don’t stand back and admire your handiwork.  Start work on the next 

generation to make it still better” (Branson, 2012, p.59).  Branson has had failures.  His magazine Student, 

restaurants, pub, a central heating company and clothes shops all crashed; music shops lost money.  

Though he takes risks, sometimes they don’t pay off (Bower, 2008, p.102). 

    Adventuring into the unknown and taking risks does not stop him.  It can be concluded that doubt, 

tentativeness, uncertainty, with the consequent necessity for abeyance of decision, which is for most a 

torture, is a stimulating challenge.  In starting almost 400 businesses worldwide, Branson admits to always 

needing, and being excited by, challenge.  He looks for new opportunities, excited by how the new business 

will unfold.  Branson (2012, p.27) says it is impossible to run a business without embracing the unknown.  

“Virgin would not be the company it is today if I had not done so.  To believe in myself is vital in taking risks.  

Devote yourself to it 100% and be prepared to take a few hits along the way.  If you go into something 

expecting to fail, nine times out of ten it will”. 

    In further illustrating the quality of an accurate perception of reality, Branson’s remarks on one of 

his recording artists, Boy George’s, (English singer in the 1980’s) success is pertinent.  Branson quipped 

that the extraordinary thing about the record business is how success can take off without warning.  Happily, 

he commented, “I have always thrived on havoc and adrenaline, and so I felt perfectly at home as we 

fanned the flames of Culture Club’s success” (Branson, 1998, p.202). 

    The fact that he has always thrived on havoc and adrenaline is testament to his success, supported 

by his mother’s remark that Branson thrives when he is (ironically), not in control of a situation.  She cited 

that, even as a child, he loved being at a disadvantage in a situation as this would motivate him (Branson 

& Peppe, 2013).  As he grew to success, often, as a reaction to his penchant for facing taking risks, Branson 

is accused of being a show-off, but denied this, saying he is not being egocentric, but rather trying to 

entertain others whilst forgetting himself in the process (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  He has embraced living 

to the full as he will die one day, but “I do not want to waste a minute” (Oprah Winfrey, 2011).  The only 

fear Branson admits is losing his family: 

I love life; I love my family; and I am horrified by the idea of being killed and leaving Joan without a 
husband, and Holly and Sam without a father.  But another part of me is driven to try new 
adventures, and I still find that I want to push myself to my limits (Branson, 2007, p.231). 

The above statement indicates how strong Branson’s thrill seeking and love for the unknown is.  He is afraid 

of losing his family, but the need of the thrill of adventure is strong. In an interview with Peter Crush (12 

July 2010) in answering a statement that he will not live forever, he remarked: “Virgin’s people culture is 

now self-fulfilling.  The company (Virgin) will go on way beyond me”.  Herein he faces the reality that he will 

not live forever.  Of the adventures: 

I have added a special dimension to my life that has reinforced the pleasure I take in my business.  
If I had refused to contemplate skydiving, hot-air ballooning or crossing the Atlantic in a boat, I think 
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my life would have been the duller for it.  I never think that I am going to die by accident, but if I 
were to die then all I can say is that I was wrong, and the hardened realists who kept their feet on 
the ground were right.  But at least I tried (Branson, 1998, p.231). 

The excitement of facing new experiences, new ideas and skills and trying new things seems to be 

tempered with Branson’s ability to face reality. He says, “Besides the thrill of the event, I love the 

preparation.  A tremendous sense of camaraderie builds up in the team, and if we are going after a record 

there is not only the technological challenge but a feeling of patriotism as the public cheers: “I feel proud of 

having opportunities to follow in the footsteps of the greatest British explorers” (Branson, 1998, p. 232). 

    Maslow’s positive feature includes the ability to judge people correctly and efficiently.  There is no 

contradiction between what is experienced intuitively, and thought on a rational level: “I normally make up 

my mind about whether I can trust somebody within sixty seconds of meeting them” (Branson, 1998, p.57).      

    According to Maslow (1970a), this allows the person to ascertain concealed or confused realities 

in others more swiftly.  Branson believes the “only way to cope with a cash crisis is not to contract but to try 

to expand out of it” (Branson, 2012, p. 47).  In this way, Branson acknowledges the reality of a situation, 

but instead of becoming more conservative, is able to do the opposite.  He trusts himself to the extent that 

he can enter the realm of the unknown and go against cultural beliefs and norms. 

    When Branson fails at a task, he tries again.  He acknowledged that sailing a small, fast boat across 

an ocean can be dangerous.  After failing to win the Blue Riband and Hales Trophy, Branson saw it as 

unfinished business and tried again, beating the record. 

    Branson acknowledges the responsibility that goes with being successful: “To be successful, you 

have to be out there, to hit the ground running, and if you have a good team and more than your fair share 

of luck you might make something happen.  But you certainly can’t guarantee it just by following someone 

else’s formula” (Branson, 1998, p.476).  He admits to working and playing hard and believes in setting 

goals: “I set goals and then work out how to achieve them.  Anything I want to do in life I want to do well 

and not half-heartedly” (Branson, 2007b, p.8).  “I have learned that no goal is beyond reach and even the 

impossible can become possible for those with vision and belief in self” (Branson, 2007b, p.196).   

    This quality of a realistic view is further borne out by the fact that Branson does not live in the past: 

“I hate living in the past.  I particularly didn’t want to think about all the lost friendships” (Branson, 1988, p.  

454). Admission may prove Branson’s suppression of feelings of loss or trauma. 

Branson has found it difficult to pinpoint the riskiest thing he has done.  But he would not have it 

any other way, living by the dictum that the brave may not live forever, but those who are cautious do not 

really live at all.  He has found the most profound lessons have been from taking risks, and then failing.  

Assisting him in dealing with disappointment is not getting too dispirited but trying again.  He does not beat 

himself up – he tries to learn from the experience and get on with the next challenge.  Branson admits 

(2007, p. 49): 
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I am beginning to slow down as I was a risk-taker as a young man, and I don’t regret it.  I’m not 
adventurous in quite the same way now, but I still love the challenge of testing myself to the limits, 
flying around the world, or seeing if I can be the first to fly a balloon across the Atlantic, or trying to 
take people into space at an affordable price in an environmentally friendly way.  I’ll be going into 
space with three generations of my family. 

With respect to the quality of an accurate perception of reality, one could argue that Branson’s ego and 

behaviour modification by his mother led to his overcompensation regarding his sometimes outrageous 

exploits.  However, it is the researcher’s view that this is overshadowed by Branson’s ability to rationalise 

and open to new experience.  Finally, Branson accepts that he will die, often the most difficult human 

struggle. 

7.4.1.2   Acceptance of Self, Others and Nature 

Childhood 

   Because of dyslexia, Branson rote learnt. Stuttering led him to be afraid to do orals in class as he 

could not articulate well, and came to associate public speaking with trauma.  He still feels uncomfortable 

when giving a talk about a subject which he knows little about (Branson, 1998).  In this, it is evident that 

Branson has found it difficult to accept his perceived weaknesses which led to dependence on others to 

compensate for areas in which he feels inadequate.  Also indicated is remnants of childhood anxiety. 

    As a child Branson found it difficult to accept himself as dyslexic and inadequacy led to low esteem 

and isolation.  Although “I hated to admit defeat, no matter how hard I struggled, reading and writing were 

hard” (Branson, 2007, p.61).  Paradoxically, this made him want to be a journalist, where reading and writing 

are crucial.  When his school had an essay contest he entered and was surprised to win, as he was often 

caned for failing exams, and could hardly read or write.  He won against some of the brightest boys.  His 

mother said:  “I knew you could win, Ricky’.  Mum is one of those people who never says can’t.  She believes 

anything is possible if you try” (Branson, 1998, p.62).  After injuring his knee, Branson was unable to play 

sport, where he had excelled as a child. Branson compensated for his weaknesses by tackling the very 

things that led to low confidence.  This could be denial of the reality of his situation, or ego vulnerability 

wanting to please his mother through proving his value to her. 

Adolescence 

  During adolescence Branson came to accept he would not play sport. He was forced to quit.   This 

led, after meeting Jonny Gems, to his learning about journalism.  He expanded his interests and made the 

most of his situation, focusing on another aspect.  He substituted not playing sport for journalism, which 

pursuit he became passionate about through starting a magazine. 

   According to Bower (2008), Branson was first introduced to sex by his father, at sixteen.  His friends 

from Stowe recalled that his father took him on a trip to Soho.  This experience seemed to assist Branson 
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to accept his ‘manhood’ and led him to use this ‘strength’ in relating to females and also to winning the 

admiration of his father, who encouraged his exploits.   

Adulthood 

Branson commented on the death of his daughter Clare as an infant: 

The mending process takes time and it didn’t really start until Holly was born eighteen months later 
….but I suspect for the mother it’s never completely over” (McFarlane, 2009).  

Branson eventually accepted her death, or as with much of his emotions, may be seen to have suppressed 

the loss.  Branson also struggled with the death, at 93, of Ted, his father, in 2011.  He told Piers Morgan 

(2011) he believed his father’s spirit was with the family, describing his father as a “wonderful family man, 

wonderful with people…with a great sense of humour”.     

    Branson has accepted his strengths and weaknesses.  Of being dyslexic and his penchant to 

stutter, especially when asked to make a speech, he said: 

I have come to accept that I will never have all the smooth instant answers that a politician would 
have.  I try not to fight my stutters or inability to leap to a perfect answer.  Instead, I try to give the 
truthful answer, and if it takes a little time to work that out, I hope people trust a slow, hesitant 
response more than a rapid, glib one (Branson, 2007, p.61). 

Branson recognises his weaknesses and sees “being able to do so as essential to his company’s future” 

(Branson, 2012, p.102).  Knowing his weaknesses has led him, from a young age, to counterbalance these 

with skills that compensate. An example of balancing his weaknesses is his relationship with Nik Powell, a 

diametrically opposite character; 

Powell was a perfect complement to Branson.  Quiet, cerebral and un-impulsive, he imposed order 
on the chaos of Branson’s stream of initiatives, restrained his friend’s excesses and managed the 
ramshackle finances of a business not even incorporated within a company.  The two, together with 
Richard’s South African cousin, an expert in music, formed a tight cabal (Bower, 2008, p.23). 

Self-acceptance implies humanness (Maslow, 1970a), and with it, success and failure: 

I accept sometimes I win, sometimes I lose.  I’m glad when I win.  I don’t have regrets when I lose.  
I never look back.  I know you can’t change the past but I try to learn from it.  We can’t all run big 
airlines or trains.  Many of us have modest goals.  Always be aware if the risks are too random or 
hard to predict.  Like gambling on unknown factors or risking all on the spin of a coin.  But if you 
opt for a safe life, you will never know what it’s like to win (Branson, 2007, p.47). 

Branson feels lucky to be at the helm of many successful companies and admits to having failed through 

over-zealousness:  Virgin Cola, a company formed to take on the world’s most iconic brands, Coca-Cola 

and Pepsi: “Our initial success was so overwhelming that we woke up the two giants of the industry who 

did everything they could to squash us.  I learnt from the experience” (Branson, 2012, p.62).  Branson 

admits when he encounters something he is not good at, to delegating or finding a way around it; and when 

things go wrong, he keeps going (Branson, 2012, p.74).  In an interview with Isabella Kumar, he cites failing 

at a number of ventures, but that he kept trying, wanting to make a positive difference.  He had to live from 
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hand to mouth, but continued regardless:  “I wanted Virgin to be the greatest force for good in the world” 

(Branson, 2012, p. 63). 

   Branson seems to accept limitations of others.  He refers to the old adage of the customer always 

being right.  What he has come to understand is that the saying has endured because it “sounds wonderful 

to marketers, but most established companies have learned that it is too all-encompassing to apply in 

everyday business.  In truth, the customer is only right most of the time – they are only human” (Branson, 

2012, p.63). 

    In accepting others and self, there was a time when a major casualty occurred in 1981 in his 

relationship with Nik Powell.  Nik, being more conservative, was concerned regarding peripheral contracts 

that Virgin had, i.e., The Human League and Phil Collins.  Branson did not cancel these: “You just spend 

all the money I save in the shops”.  Nik was cautious, and Branson a risk-taker.  The relationship became 

fractured and the partnership dissolved.  Branson coldly remarked to the other partner, Simon Draper “Nik 

had no particular skills to contribute to the company at that stage” (Bower, 2008, p.43).  

    In terms of acceptance of self, Bower described Branson’s love of sex as “his obsession” (2008, 

p.14).  Branson enjoys his sexuality in an uninhibited way.  Bower criticised Branson for thrusting his nudity 

and sexuality into the public arena, that he “delighted in the playground humour of secretaries leaving 

pornography on his desk or flashing their naked breasts” (2008, p.39). He enjoyed one-night stands with 

secretaries, and often the topic of gossip in his office was about his ‘passing flavour’.  Branson admits - “my 

principal weakness is women, inherited from my dad” (Bower, 2008, p.80).  The music world is well known 

for pretty women and when Branson was running Virgin Music this was no different.  Bower uttered; “pretty 

young women were the common currency in the music world and the young, unmarried millionaire who 

enjoyed partying was a magnet for those seeking fun.  Most remained discreet.  Branson was kind and won 

the women’s respect” (2008, p.40). Despite the temptation of money, Bower proffered few were inclined to 

kiss-and-tell.  These comments indicate women were used as objects of sexual pleasure by Branson rather 

than seen as equal.  Interestingly, Branson’s main business partners are men, but he is often seen in 

marketing his business with scantily clad, big breasted women.  This may be as a result of his father’s 

encouragement of being with ‘pretty girls’, yet he married a ‘solid, stable Scotswoman’ whose character 

has similarities to that of his mother. There is no support for sexual indiscretions or information regarding 

his sexual enjoyment or otherwise since his marriage to Joan. 

7.4.1.3   Spontaneity, Simplicity and Naturalness 

Childhood  

    Branson’s earliest days seem delightful, enjoying nature, chasing butterflies and examining the 

rocks.  Branson also describes spending his youth climbing trees, and playing outside.  Spontaneity was 

also expressed in play – when racing Nik’s bicycle, instead of stopping, he pedalled as fast as possible, 
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landing in the river.  Life seemed somewhat idyllic and uncomplicated, with Branson spending time 

outdoors.  However, it may also be tarnished by going to boarding school at age eight, and always had to 

be doing something useful to assist the family.  Perhaps Branson’s assertion can be tempered by the reality 

rather than a mythically perfect childhood. 

    This quality was not matched by comfortable spontaneity socially.  Branson was shy and awkward, 

and stuttered (Branson, 1998).  Described by Hjelle and Ziegler (1976) the sense of naturalness and non-

reliance on convention is more evident in his inner rather than outer life during this period. After being forced 

by his mother to overcome his fear of social situations, Branson describes the beginning of a life-long belief 

in the importance of communicating and interacting simply and honestly, with as little non-functional 

etiquette as possible. His behaviour is marked by simplicity and naturalness, and a lack of artificiality or 

straining for effect.  However, this may be an oversimplification as he may have adopted a persona to 

survive psychologically.    

    In Scaitcliffe, Branson did not have many friends, and looked forward to going home for the holidays 

to be with his family and Nik.  He felt alienated at school, with no illustrations of spontaneity or fun. 

    During pre-adolescence, Branson’s development, overall, reflects a steady striving towards greater 

self-expression, autonomy and self-direction, whether this was forced by his mother or not.  This is 

illustrated by pursuing, entrepreneurial activities.  The first enterprise being planting two hundred conifers, 

and when unsuccessful, starting another business breeding birds. Signs of unconventionality began to 

surface with Branson’s apparent lack of the traditional goals of his peers.  He was unmotivated by the usual 

desire to conform to expected standards, despite being beaten, or his parents’ concerns.  He found it difficult 

to improve and focused on sports, an anathema to his parents’ desires.  Nevertheless, encouraged by his 

parents to be self-expressive, his striving toward this quality continued.  At school, however, he hit a 

metaphorical wall as pupils were expected to conform, illustrated by the headmaster forcing Branson to 

thank him after a beating. 

Adolescence 

     The need to cope in what he perceived as a hostile environment, together with growing confidence, 

led Branson to find friends with whom he could openly express himself.  Jonny Gems was such a person.  

Branson’s confidence increased further when he won a writing prize at school.  This led him to 

spontaneously write to the headmaster to complain about the manner in which the school canteen was 

being managed, and that the school magazine did not reflect the needs of the students. 

    Branson also found an outlet in his relationship with the headmaster’s daughter, Charlotte.  He 

found her more mature, conversing with her openly.  Branson’s mother was a powerful female role model 

and it is unsurprising that he formed relationships with older girls.  Branson seemed to favour discussions 

with less inhibited females.  His relationship with Rudi, the Dutch girl who stayed in the woods behind his 



149 

 

  

school for a few days, is an example of Branson’s connection to someone with whom he could dream and 

share opinions.  Rudi was politically learned and seemed to create a greater awareness of current issues, 

including the Vietnam War.  In essence, Branson had an outlet for self-expression with his parents at home, 

and with a few individuals.  In the mainstream of boarding school, with the concomitant British conservative 

ethos, Branson was stifled and frustrated.  He overcame this by identifying with people who were like 

minded and from whom he could learn and develop.   

Adulthood 

    Once he left school and moved to London, Branson experienced freedom. He began mixing with 

people from different spheres; musicians, owners of business, artists, students, politicians and activists.  

He found acceptance and recognition, to the point of admiration, from many of his own age, and older.  His 

newly found freedom of expression was a representation of the political climate in which he lived.  In the 

1970’s, London was a hotspot for change and Branson thrived.  He used his magazine, Student, as his and 

others’ mouthpiece, encouraging open debate and challenging the status quo, especially related to youth 

issues.  He continued to evolve into a more obviously unconventional individual, whose acclaim later 

expanded to be world-wide.  Branson’s expressive nature and openness to new experiences seemed to 

influence and encourage his peers to become involved in social matters.     

   Interestingly, despite being a dropout, he attracted well-educated young adults into joining him as 

volunteers in working on Student magazine with money not being the objective, but as part of a new 

generation who rallied for politicians to take responsibility for their actions.  A conclusion one may come to 

is that Branson was a manipulator and smooth-talker, garnishing the assistance of the well-educated to 

achieve his personal agenda.  Opening an abortion clinic encouraged freedom of expression and choice 

by those rejected by the establishment.  This endeavour may be construed as a blatant lack of valuing of 

life or freedom, and self-indulgent narcissism rather than respecting life.      

    Branson’s unconventionality was not prima facie superficial.  His manner of living as an adult is one 

of adaptability, of being able to move fast in situations that require this, keeping his approach simple.     

   Branson speaks about respect including a way in which to treat everyone, “not just those you want 

to impress” (Branson, 2007a, p.108).  To have self-respect is illustrated in his way of restoration by paying 

back money he stole by not paying tax. “I gained. Once again, with my back against the wall, my goal 

became to make a lot of money – legally.  We worked like crazy opening new Virgin Records shops and 

thinking up good ideas to expand” (Branson, 2007a, p.113).  Although autonomous, Branson does not like 

hurting others. A personal rule is to do no harm (Branson, 2007b, p19): 

It seems to me that, along with my responsibility as chairman of one of the world’s most successful 
and entrepreneurial companies, I have a responsibility and duty, as much as is humanly possible, 
to ensure that we do no harm.  I have taken to heart the fact that everything we do touches 
something, or someone somewhere. 
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At a personal level, one may counter argue that he does in fact hurt others.  An example being aborting a 

foetus he was partly responsible for, and killing the rabbits who ate his conifer saplings.   

Maslow (1970a) asserted the quality of autonomy may be observed in those who attend 

ceremonies and rituals of convention with grace, despite being privately abhorred.  In keeping with this 

quality, Branson has accepted many honours and accolades though, privately, they may not be welcome. 

Superficially, this seems not to have altered his view of himself.  As an example, he was knighted by Queen 

Elizabeth in 2000, at forty nine, for his contribution to entrepreneurship in Britain.  He is therefore entitled 

to use the title of ‘Sir’. Branson described the occasion: “It is such a lovely occasion and we are going to 

enjoy every minute of it.  I am doing so on behalf of all my employees.  They have all worked very hard to 

make Virgin what it is and I am accepting this honour on behalf of them” (2007b, p. 37).  Branson does not 

use the title, indicating its unimportance.  He shared the title with his staff.  After winning the award, he 

quipped it felt odd sleeping with a ‘Lady’ (referring to his wife).  Of course, the title was awarded to him, 

despite that he had the support and input of many others. 

    The self-actualiser will not usually allow convention to be inhibiting.  This attribute is synonymous 

with Branson.  Throughout his life, he has not let convention dictate.  Since childhood, he has been non-

conformist in thought and deed.  Due to dyslexia and memory difficulties, he found a solution by carrying a 

notepad to capture ideas for new projects, gather feedback from customers and employees, and capture 

his goals, thoughts and experiences.  This assists in clarifying his thoughts and provides guidance.  He 

sets time aside daily to create new ideas, plan projects and create solutions to pressing challenges.   

Branson communicates using stories, descriptive words and metaphors, painting pictures that excite the 

senses – bringing his listeners into his world and interpretation of reality.  In this way, he has combined his 

love of writing with business skills.  Branson’s thought processes are concrete and not theoretical, and he 

has a memory difficulty, which he overcomes by writing and using metaphors as a means to recall.  

    Branson never makes a big issue of trivialities.  To this end, Branson has a lot of fun whilst running 

an empire; “life is too short to be unhappy” (Branson, 2007b, p.41).  In Woodbury & De Ora (2011, p. 33) 

he writes: if something stops being fun, I ask why? If I can’t fix it, I stop doing it.  Branson asserts:   

I haven’t moved away from having a bit of fun, and if fun can be combined with promotion, that’s 
good (Branson, 2007b, p.199). 

A correlate of is Branson has a code of ethics that is relatively autonomous: 

Your reputation is everything.  Be fair in all dealings.  Don’t cheat – but aim to win.  This rule should 
extend to your private life.  My motto is: Do not do something that makes you not sleep at night.  
It’s a good rule to follow (Branson, 2007b, p. 113). 

Despite this, many believe him to be unethical, since he can break down not only conventions, but laws - 

when the situation seems to demand it.  Whilst it is difficult to pinpoint the hierarchy of his values from the 

research, the following can be identified as moulding his destiny:  Family, Entrepreneurialism, Adventure, 

Frugality, Fun, Teamwork, Contribution and Competition. 
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He has been unethical and intentionally misleading to get what he wanted.  Branson drove off the 

ferry after purchasing vinyl records in Belgium and, unhindered by officials, returned to London.  He owed 

33% tax.  He was caught and jailed.  His mother paid bail, which monies Branson paid back.  Bower asserts’ 

“Richard’s conscience was untroubled by dishonesty; the gamble against discovery was exciting” (2008, 

p.3).  However, Branson says he learnt from the experience and decided against dishonesty.  Another 

unethical incident was when vying for financial aid to get his magazine, Student, off the ground.  He created 

a ruse, pretending to have put money in the payphone. This didn’t work.  The second ruse was, at the age 

of sixteen, pretending to be eighteen, saying “I’m eighteen and I run a magazine called Student that’s doing 

something useful for young people” (Bower, 2008, p.12).  The truth was Branson was younger than he 

proclaimed and the magazine just an idea.  Branson learnt that whilst autonomous, he lives within a context, 

and in having his dishonest behaviour exposed, he seemed to take responsibility for erring.   Maslow 

(1970a) would argue that the self-actualiser is human and not immune from dishonesty and self-

aggrandizement. 

   From resources consulted, it appears that as an adult, Branson is ethical, beliefs shaped by his 

unique, sometimes difficult experiences.  These seem to have strengthened his resolve to be ethical.  Some 

of these beliefs are: anything is possible, everything is negotiable, rules are made to be broken, business 

is a fun and creative way of life; development of people; leading from the front; action over hope; politeness 

and honesty; doing no harm; building teams; integrity; respect; trust, and controlling one’s own personal 

destiny (Branson, 2012).  It should be stressed that these ethics are all articulated by Branson in the public 

domain and one should be cautious to accept these at face value. 

    An example of Branson’s quality of spontaneity occurred after he had met Joan in 1978 in New 

York.  They spent a week together in Manhattan and ‘felt like refugees’ after Joan’s attempt at sorting out 

her marriage failed.  They wanted to spend time alone.  On impulse, Branson decided to fly the couple to 

the Virgin Islands.  They had nowhere to stay but if one expressed a serious interest in buying an island, 

the local estate agent made a grand villa available and would fly them around by helicopter.  They were 

treated like royalty and made an offer to purchase Necker Island at a fraction of the asking price. 

Branson seems not to have hidden who or what he is.  Maslow (1970b) postulates the self-

actualiser sometimes rebels deliberately, out of momentary irritation with customary rigidity or with 

conventional blindness.  For example, he may be trying to teach someone something, or may be trying to 

protect someone from harm or hurt or injustice (Maslow, 1970a).  As a final example, Branson had a dispute 

between 1983-1984 when British Airways launched a smear campaign against him and Virgin Airlines.  He 

was told to, “Do all you can to stop BA; complain as loudly as possible, use the Civil Aviation Authority to 

stop them, and don’t hesitate to take them to court - they’re utterly ruthless” (Branson, 1998, p.189), but he 

admits he never complained loudly enough.  They destroyed his financing, despite his winning the lawsuit. 

The retaliation in court may have included intention to gain attention and was a passive-aggressive action.    
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7.4.1.4   Problem Centring 

Childhood 

   Branson is a non-conformist, noticing that a lot can be achieved by thinking broadly.  Branson 

wanted to make money and during holidays started a business and though unsuccessful, did not give up.  

He focused on the challenge and made decisions to solve it.  

   Branson initially wanted to be a sportsman as was his talent, with entrepreneurial activities 

peripheral.  However, when he hurt himself and declared unfit for sport, he acknowledged the reality of his 

situation, deciding to become a journalist, despite his challenges with reading, writing and mathematics.  

He hated school and despite his parents’ dream of his studying, accepted their wish was futile.   

   During his school years, Branson became increasingly focused on perceived injustices against him.  

Raised in a family that encouraged democracy and self-expression, he found it difficult living within the 

confines of authoritarianism.  This disposition was accompanied by an increasing disregard for social rituals 

and etiquette that he did not view as economic or purposeful.  He began to abhor school, and though not 

explicit, may have been moved to different schools due to his parents acceding to his whims when he did 

not fare well at school.  If so, one may view him as an egotist. 

  As Maslow (1970a) articulated, this characteristic includes the possession of a commitment to a 

career, calling, task or duty.  He also documented the quality of problem centring is not achievable until 

adulthood, although a firm foundation needs to be laid in childhood.  At school Branson focused immediately 

on aspects of decision making that required attention, including his low marks.  He needed to find a way to 

overcome the punishment by rote learning.  In English he was able to achieve a prize, the accolade 

encouraging him.  Branson shared with his parents the ups and downs of school; they moved him to a 

different school when he was not coping.  As earlier indicated, the moves may have been initiated by 

Branson through manipulation.   

Adolescence 

   In senior school Branson was distracted by his entrepreneurial endeavours.  He started the 

magazine Student to fulfil his desire to be a journalist, expressing his urge to write.  However, his role 

quickly changed to that of entrepreneur as he had to obtain funding to publish the magazine.  It is evident 

from early, he was dissatisfied with subsidiary issues and details.  His thinking was macro. In concert with 

Maslow’s (1970a) assertion, metaphorically speaking, the self-actualiser never gets so close to the trees 

that he cannot see the forest, focusing on a broad framework of values.   

   In moving to London, Branson was no longer obliged to have a dual focus; he did not have to try 

to pass examinations and to launch his magazine.  He was able to dedicate time to his passion and be 

problem centred, as Maslow (1970a) argued, a task to fulfil which occupied his energies.  The cost was not 
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completing formal schooling for which he later received criticism from Bower (2008) who accused Branson 

of using low education as a decoy where he did not want to take responsibility, or feigned ignorance in 

respect of financial matters. 

Adulthood 

Money doesn’t have to be the root of all evil; it can be used for the good (Branson, 2007, p178). 

During early adulthood, Branson’s focus on his chosen vocation is suggested by his productivity and 

entrepreneurship.  He was dishonest in some dealings, but learnt from these.  Branson continued to 

produce Student, progressing from student matters to wider issues in the arts, and moral and ethical issues 

such as abortion and the futility of war, in particular the Vietnam War.  Branson rallied the support of a wide 

audience and became well known.  He was highly motivated and problem centred in his early adulthood 

because if the magazine did not earn money there was no food, but also because he wanted money.  With 

finances, he is grateful for his parents’ juggling with money.  He knew income had to exceed expenses.  

Profit, he purported, should be the only raison d’être in business, however much fun: “An unprofitable 

business is a headache, a source of stress, and fiscal madness (Branson, 2007a, p.7).  This assertion is 

contrary to his later statement of business being for the greater good, and not for profit. 

   Unfortunately the magazine failed.  During the time of running the magazine, he accidently found 

out his friend and partner, Nik, was trying to get rid of him through colluding with others.  Branson focused 

on that issue, turning the situation around, with Nik’s leaving.   

   Because of his ability to see the bigger picture, he saw opportunities as they arose.  This led him, 

whilst working with musicians on the magazine, to get involved in selling records.  This opened a new 

avenue which became the birth of the Virgin brand, beginning with Virgin Records.  Branson never entered 

a venture alone, and drew on the expertise of peers and those from whom he could learn.  At an ego level, 

he admitted, “It is difficult to admit to failure, but the positive thing is how important it was to separate the 

Virgin companies so if one failed, it would not threaten the Virgin Group” (Branson, 1998, p. 200), that “no 

matter how tight things are, you still need to have the big picture at the forefront” (Branson, 1998, p. 478). 

   In keeping with this quality, Branson doesn’t separate work from fun. He has enjoyed, and 

continues, to enjoy parties, getting great pleasure in getting the staff together.  Socialising and including 

the staff is an important part of life at Virgin.  With greater financial success, Branson made the parties 

grander.  He enjoys life and focuses on the task at hand; if it’s a party, it becomes ‘a night of glorious 

irresponsibility’ (Branson, 2012).  Critics would argue Branson has Peter Pan syndrome symptoms (Kiley, 

1983), described as behaving in a constant childlike fashion.      

    Branson is able to conquer small things.  In doing so, he imparts a certain serenity and lack of 

worry over immediate concerns, making life easier.  Branson’s work environment and relationship with his 

staff is relaxed and solution-focused.  This creates a feeling of safety and acceptance.  Branson believes 



154 

 

  

fun is more important than fame or fortune.  ‘If something stops being fun, I ask why? If I can’t fix it, I stop 

doing it (Branson, 2007a, p. 33).   

   Branson never doubted himself as an adult, and though he seemed to become an entrepreneur by 

default, dedicated himself to the task at hand, living in the moment, taking opportunities.  If a business 

failed, he would not spend long mourning, but diverted energies, widening into different spheres, depending 

on gaps in the market. 

   Branson seemed to thrive on opportunities, becoming more and more himself, without allowing 

outside interference.  In between working and having a family, Branson has been able to satisfy other 

personal needs.  Although unable to play competitively, Branson satisfied his need for sport and adventure 

by hot air ballooning and sailing.  Both these interests resulted in intense focus on getting the support to 

attain goals.  By seeing the wider picture, he was able to account for possible dangers and avoid these. 

   In his work, Branson is able to detect incongruences and problems.  This extended to relationships 

with colleagues.  In his relationship with Nik, Branson was aware of increased incompatibility:  

Nik and I had always been best friends but, as Virgin had grown bigger and moved from being a 
record retailer to a music label, I felt he had become out of his depth.  There was no room for him 
in the record label, and in any even he wasn’t comfortable doing all the socialising with the 
musicians with Simon, Ken and I” (the other partners in the business).  In the end we realised it 
was best to separate while we were still friends.  That way we could remain friends, rather than 
waiting until we had grown into implacable enemies (Branson, 1998, p. 192). 

In his personal life, Branson and his wife went through difficult times, coming close to splitting up.  Branson’s 

commitment to work caused conflict as he never took time out, taking phone calls to do with work, even at 

weekends.  This led to him coming home one night to find a note: ‘I am pregnant.  I am afraid to tell you.  I 

have run away from home; if you miss me, call me at Roses” (Branson, 1998, p.87).  In that moment, 

Branson realised his life had to change as he had had many casual affairs.  He admitted to loving the variety 

and freedom.  Branson realised he had taken Joan for granted and decided to rectify the problem.  His first 

marriage to Kristen had made him sceptical of long-term relationships.  After Joan left, he realised work 

was a defence mechanism, avoiding any commitment outside of work.  He then married Joan.  

    Six months into Joan’s first pregnancy, whilst Branson was in France, Joan had an ovarian cyst 

burst, making it imperative that it be removed.  The operation triggered early labour and Clare (named after 

Branson’s witty aunt) was born, but died after four days.  Branson can only recall her small size.  Neither 

was allowed to hold or touch her.  “Clare inhabited a world of her own, and came in and out of our lives 

leaving only despair and emptiness and love behind her”, he wrote (Branson, 2012, p.86).  The couple was 

determined to have another baby and Holly was born in 1981.   

   At around forty, Branson’s focus began changing from being ego-centred to being more altruistic.  

He wanted to do more for others.  He initially contemplated politics, to use his business skills to do some 

good on major issues, such as fighting cigarette companies.  He also considered helping finance research 
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in cancer, health care, or helping the homeless.  “There were many things I could do that would make me 

feel useful.  I have gone on to follow this path the rest of my life” (Branson, 2007a, p.179).  Branson actioned 

his usefulness by playing a more philanthropic role through investing in social projects such as hiv/aids, 

tuberculosis, opening an entrepreneurial training centre in South Africa and being instrumental in assisting 

victims of war (Appendix F, p. 307). 

    Branson reviewed his life.  He reflected on the problems of youth, and noted times have changed 

and he needed to adjust accordingly.  With his increase in wealth and recognition, he has played a more 

philanthropic role.  He is aware of the need for growth toward being the best he can be. 

7.4.1.5   Detachment and the Need for Privacy 

Childhood 

   In his youth, Branson was insecure and awkward, reliant on his mother.  He did not easily socialise, 

hiding behind his mother’s dress when visitors arrived.  His parents were concerned their son would not 

cope socially.  His mother took it upon herself to use what in therapeutic terms, is behaviour modification 

by implosive methodology.  She would force him to come downstairs with his siblings when visitors were at 

their home.  She also forced him to get out of the family car and find his way home, making him speak to 

strangers to get directions home.  Another illustration of Branson being encouraged to socialise is when, at 

weekends, his parents insisted all the children go out for walks after Sunday lunch, whatever the weather:  

“I preferred to go alone”, he recalled (Branson, 2007b, p. 383).  Although his parents were social, Branson 

craved time alone.  Critics may argue this forced socialisation may have led to Branson suppressing his 

needs and developing a persona.   

   The benefit of his parents’ interventions in teaching Branson independence and socialisation, led 

to an increasing general self-reliance on his own interpretations of situations.  This characteristic did not, 

however, always have positive consequences as he still held the limited reasoning capability of a child.  

Branson became unsure of himself, needing the admiration of his mother, who minimised his achievements. 

He eventually succumbed to his parents’ behaviour modification techniques.  One may also argue that the 

interventions led to psychological detachment and emotional numbing.   

   Because of his parents’ belief in sending their son to boarding school, Branson had no option at 

the age of eight, and left for Scaitcliffe.  This was a huge blow to his developing esteem and feelings of 

safety; he was thrust into the belly of an authoritarian schooling system.  Branson withdrew into himself, 

spending time alone.  A high degree of solitude is implied by Branson’s (1998) lack of description in his 

autobiography or other resources of any specific friends at school.  This sense of aloneness and autonomy 

was punctuated by his participation in sports, but with no indication of a sense of belonging to a team.  He 

received recognition for sporting achievements but was not at par in academic progress.  It seems his 

struggles with dyslexia isolated him from what appears to be his more successful peers. 
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   Maslow (1970a) stated that self-reliance affords the ability to maintain composure and reason, even 

under difficult circumstances.  After failing dismally at school, Branson suppressed his weaknesses, 

becoming more self-reliant in a seemingly hostile school environment.  This was his survival mechanism.  

An expression of his distress in moving from home to boarding school is indicated by his becoming 

physically ill, with no compassion from the matron of the hostel.  The move was distressing as it separated 

Branson from his parents and the countryside which he enjoyed.  The dichotomy between independence 

and self-expression versus dependence and having no voice was highlighted in this change.  From being 

the only boy (with two younger sisters), he entered a dormitory with other boys, some slightly older.  There 

he was sexually assaulted.  Due to his naiveté Branson told his father, who downplayed the incident.   

   Branson was not overtly defiant at Scaitcliffe, enduring the punishments.  This was diametrically 

opposed to values practised at home, where he was not beaten even though sometimes this was 

threatened by his mother.  Branson’s rebellion was passive, through challenging the status quo through 

letter writing and starting Student.  His experience suggests he resigned himself to the school system, 

calmly accepting his fate. 

Adolescence 

   As an adolescent, Branson’s self-reliance is evident in decision-making.  He exhibited a self-driven 

approach in launching a magazine, not swayed by criticism or caution.  He was adamant that Stoic, the 

school magazine, was archaic in its philosophy and expositions, and wanted to create one congruent with 

his own viewpoint, and that was more representative of the attitude and needs of the youth of the day. 

   Together with his academic struggles, disenchantment with the schooling system and his inability 

to fit in, Branson was determined to leave.  He was always distracted and in his own world (Branson, 2012).  

He had a relationship, whilst at school, with an older girl who camped on the outskirts of the school.  Whilst 

his peers were studying, Branson sneaked out to spend time with her smoking marijuana and planning to 

change the world. His peers recognised his uniqueness, and were unsurprised when Branson decided to 

leave school prematurely (Bower, 2008).   

   At the age of seventeen, he moved to London with his friend Jonny, sleeping on the floor and 

scrounging for food, and focusing on developing his ideas for the magazine.  The venture forced him to 

socialise.  Branson displayed an ability to remain calm and focused under difficult circumstances.  Whilst 

the volunteers were working on the magazine and staying for free, smoking marijuana and having free sex, 

he was able to avoid being seduced.  Although tending more toward mixing with people, he retained his 

privacy in respect of being driven and single-minded. Branson continued to draw on his own resources, but 

was open to others’ opinions.  His confidence and determination resulted in his not losing sight of his goals; 

“I remembered the lessons of integrity, honesty and respect for others I was taught at home as a child” 

(Branson, 2007b, p.74). 
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   Maslow (1970a) argues the self-actualiser’s free will and determinism may be operationally defined, 

and are concepts with varying degrees. In this respect, Branson has compensated for his own 

inadequacies.  He has not let fear or inability stop him from expressing free will and goal-oriented behaviour.  

To differing degrees, he has drawn on the expertise of others to fulfil his desires, making the final decision. 

When assessing a new business, Branson had to look at all possibilities.   

Adulthood 

I like people, but sometimes I need space.  I like to walk around the lake on my own, just thinking.  
I think we all need some kind of retreat or place of our own (Branson, 2007a, p.180). 

As he matured, Branson has become more immersed socially, yet paradoxically separate from society.  

Branson now enjoys the admiration of others, and is available daily to people worldwide through social 

media.  He participates in television shows and interviews, sometimes directing comedy toward himself. 

   To counterbalance his busy life in the spotlight, Branson describes enjoying a “Walk around the 

lake at Kidlington before I start to work, another one after lunch and a last one in the evening.  I find it 

both inspiring and relaxing. I also enjoy the solitude” (Branson, 2007b, p.  383).   Branson’s treasuring of 

solitude led him to build a lake with several islands for birds to nest on.  Swans, ducks, geese and herons 

flew in from all over.  Branson describes it as a very peaceful spot, somewhere he can think.     

   Admitting to usually enjoying being in a crowd of people or with family, he has a need for solitude, 

which need is fulfilled with his love of nature and walking around the lake alone.  An incident that further 

operationalises this quality is described: “fighting to survive with my airline; it was one of the few times I 

felt totally lost.  As I walked around the lake I had big decisions to make’” (Branson, 2007b, p.181). 

7.4.1.6 Autonomy and Independence of Culture 

Childhood 

   Branson’s parents taught him the world was his for the taking but it was up to him to make things 

happen (Branson, 2012).  His parents tried to set a good example through discussing their children’s 

scholastic achievements, and debating money and politics, as well as talking about everyday issues.  It 

was assumed that a lot was expected of Branson, that he needed to be an agent in his own life.  They set 

challenges for him, encouraging his autonomy and self-reliance.  One of the challenges in youth was 

Branson’s reticence to speak to strangers.      

   To help overcome this shyness, he was literally forced to recite poetry and sing to visitors.  

Branson began integrating his parents’ teaching of independence at a young age, at which time he 

developed a slight disregard for external loci of control.  An illustration is when a young boy came to stay 

and Branson was expected to sit with him in church; he disobeyed, deciding rather to sit with his friend 

Nik.  He was castigated for his seemingly disrespectful behaviour by his mother, yet it was she who was 
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encouraging him to make decisions for himself.  Another way to encourage independence was dropping 

him off and getting him to find his way home.   

   Whilst at Scaitcliffe, Branson became increasingly rebellious toward the rules and regulations to 

which he was expected to adhere.  Even as a pre-teen he aspired to his own ideal of becoming a 

sportsman, rather than the academic achiever expected.  Descriptions of Branson’s school years in Cliff 

View House reveal him as becoming more antagonistic toward academics.  He was doing badly, but the 

punishment metered out was irreconcilable with the way he was raised.  Branson tried to conform to 

school rules, but was unable to, opening him up to punishment.   

Adolescence 

    Branson reports that Stowe had a cruel tradition (Branson, 2012). Each boy had to learn a long 

poem and recite it in front of the entire school.  A slight mistake and the master hit a gong and the child 

had to leave the stage accompanied by boos and jeers.  Branson found it difficult to learn anything rote, 

but persevered.  Determination to be autonomous led him to refuse to respond to pressure to improve his 

scholastic performance, ignoring the plea from his parents to remain in school. 

   Branson questioned the world around him, wondering why he should conform to others’ values 

and beliefs, whereas he was raised to be independent.  Forced to obey school protocols, Branson 

discovered a deep-seated anger at the boarding school establishment and school in general.  Frustration 

led him, during adolescence, to rebel. He challenged the manner in which the school organised 

mealtimes, offering alternative approaches.  Branson also objected to the school’s military-like traditions, 

which he saw as archaic.  He also protested, in writing, regarding the obligation by students to attend 

sports matches, despite their non-participation.  He believed students’ time could be far better spent in 

developing a personal interest.  Another source of irritation was being forced to attend chapel every 

Sunday.  In keeping with his autonomy and independence of thought, at fifteen he formed an intimate 

relationship with the headmaster’s eighteen year old daughter.  This is an outstanding example of 

Branson’s independence of culture and social mores, as the ethos of the school was one of subservience.     

Branson’s having the audacity to enter the headmaster’s home to visit his daughter was an act of 

courage, or rebelliousness, depending on one’s perspective.   

   Branson applied himself after deciding to become a journalist.  The decision to change was 

autonomous.  He came top of his class in English.  His determination led him to win a writing competition. 

It is clear Branson’s autonomy was fast developing, illustrating his internal locus of control and 

development as unique.  Branson drew further benefit from his independent character when, against all 

school protocols, he invited Rudy, an older Dutch student, to camp in the woods on the outskirts of the 

school grounds.  He left his dormitory to visit her every night, smoking marijuana and discussing the 
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politics of the day.  Young Branson was politically aware, so the discussions would have been intellectually 

stimulating (Branson, 1998, p. 59).   

   In the seemingly authoritarian, myopic environment, Branson found a myriad of ways to express 

his autonomy which included standing his ground on certain issues, and intentionally breaking the rules 

on others.  Whilst his peers were focused on passing their final examinations, Branson was, by sixteen, 

in the process of launching his first official business, Student magazine.  He was invited by his headmaster 

to air his views via Stoic, but decided it was inappropriate as it did not appeal to the reality of students’ 

experiences and desires (Branson, 1998). 

   Before completing school, Branson believed he could achieve more in the wider world.  Despite 

his parents’ protestations, he left school to launch Student to a wider audience.  He gained respect and 

admiration, but lost that of his headmaster who, on prematurely leaving school, retorted: “You will either 

end up in prison, or become a millionaire” (Branson, 1998).   

Adulthood 

Pursuing my vision means that I have to ignore others’ warnings and jeers (Branson, 2012, p.73). 

Branson felt comfortable in his decision to leave school, not swayed by others’ opinions.  By the time he 

left, he had his parents’ support.  They gave him money to get started.  The financial stress and move to 

a large city did not hamper his progress toward independence.  Branson’s resolve suggests irreverence 

for the popularity and prestige that he might have obtained if he had studied at a university. 

    Branson’s adulthood further supports the quality of autonomy and independence of culture in that 

he made choices, and continues to make decisions sometimes ill-fitting with prevailing mores.  Our 

imperfect society is, after all, inhibitive and restraining on many in that spontaneity is dampened and 

potentialities are not optimised.  However, Branson has not been hampered by others.  For him, the 

determinants of satisfaction are inner-individual.  It is the researcher’s opinion that he has become 

psychologically strong enough to be independent of others’ opinion.  Branson did not adhere to his best 

friend, Nik’s advice when purchasing an airline.  Simon, his partner in Virgin, described him, saying:  

“You’re a megalomaniac, Richard. We’ve been friends since we were teenagers, but if you do this I’m not 

sure we can carry on working together.  What I’m telling you is that you go ahead with this over my dead 

body” (Branson, 1998, p. 211).  Branson went ahead and acquired the airline. His interest in life comes 

from “Setting myself huge, apparently unachievable challenges and trying to rise above them.  From a 

purely commercial perspective, Simon was right; but from the point of view of wanting to live life to the 

full, I felt I had to attempt it; from that lunchtime onward a tension sprang up in our relationship which has 

never fully dissolved” (Branson, 1998, p. 213).   Branson said: 

I have been called a raving lunatic as when I launched Virgin Atlantic with just one plane.  From 

concept to flying was three exhausting, delirious months.  I don’t think superman could have 
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moved faster. No sleep for weeks; every day brought new challenges – but we did it (Branson, 

2007, p.189). 

    He admits his generation has been known to experiment but as he has been running his own 

business since the age of fifteen; “I have not let myself go with excess alcohol or drugs.   Okay, alcohol 

occasionally” (Branson, 2007).  In the environment Branson worked, most experimented with drugs.  He 

quipped that he hates to feel out of control.  Rather than experiment in excess, he described   “preferring 

to have a great time and keep my wits about me” (1998, p.108).  He lived by the dangerous (and 

sometimes foolish) maxim that he was prepared to try anything once.  With respect to being autonomous, 

at Virgin Record in Notting Hill Gate he did the unusual, laying cushions on the floor so people could lie 

around. He quipped: “if we could have sold marijuana, we would have” (Branson, 1998, p. 109). 

7.4.1.7   Continued Freshness of Appreciation 

Childhood 

   A key example of this quality emanates from an early age. Branson’s mother taught him to live 

every day to the fullest and not to dwell on the past (Branson, 2013).  As a child, he thrived on opportunity 

and adventure.  Branson delighted in starting new projects and trying new ventures so much so that, his 

parents felt they had to rein him in because of his exuberance and enthusiasm.   

   At boarding school, Branson grew to appreciate that he was able to excel in sports.  He spent as 

much time as possible pursuing his dream of becoming a sportsman.  When he sustained an injury to his 

knee, Branson realised his loss and appreciated his health; he tried to try to recover as soon as he could.       

   During school holidays, he Nik spent their time outdoors, swimming, cycling and enjoying the 

simplicity of nature.  In starting his first business venture, Branson planted conifers.  Unfortunately the 

saplings were eaten by rabbits, and he shot them.  Though enjoying nature, he was cruel in killing the 

animals.  His relationship with animals was not of the kind Maslow would call freshness of appreciation.   

Adolescence 

   As he grew into pre-teens, Branson was frustrated – struggling to complete his studies, with his 

relationship with teachers, and with schooling in general. 

The descriptions of Branson’s life after leaving school are based on his own memories, the details 

laden with challenges after his moving to London.  These descriptions are suggestive of Branson’s 

possession of a constantly renewed sense of appreciation of his newly-found freedom and satisfaction 

with the simplicity of living.  Branson was surrounded by peers, with the common purposes of contributing 

to Student magazine; of being politically involved in standing against any atrocities committed by 

politicians; and of facing challenges of the youth. 
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   Branson’s descriptions of interviews with various personalities, including musicians and artists, 

are examples indicating little time for self-reflection or introspection.  In focusing on financial survival, he 

was immersed in work challenges and rewards, living in the moment.  The high level of energy and 

enthusiasm apparent in Branson’s tone suggests he experienced day-to-day life, as an independent 

entrepreneur as thrilling – a state requiring him to draw appreciation for all that was becoming increasingly 

familiar to him.  Following the initial success of the magazine: 

I was full of energy, daring and extremely inquisitive when we launched Student.  I like to think I 
remain as energetic, inquisitive and daring.  Our management team kept telling me I’m just as 
passionate about new business ideas and keep them on their toes (Branson, 2012a)). 

Adulthood 

   As Branson developed his business, there was an ongoing and ever-present appreciation of life.  

In his wife giving birth to his children, Branson was reminded of the beauty of life.  Branson identifies 

continued appreciation of nature in describing his most special time of day: 

Within an hour, I experience how daylight changes from brilliant, almost white sunshine to dusk, 
with a deep orange blaze across the horizon.  Sitting on the veranda, I watch the last small flock 
of pelicans dive for fish and flap creakily away to roost.  Within minutes the sky turns a velvet 
midnight blue and the first handful of stars are out.  The sea becomes inky black, and everything 
falls quiet.  Some of the best ideas come out of the blue, and I have to keep an open mind to see 
their virtue (Branson, 1998, p.479).   

Branson describes relating to the Spanish painter, Dali, who had a unique way of savouring the moment.  

When he was bored with life, he walked in his garden.  He would pick a perfect peach, warm from the 

sun, holding it in his hand to admire its golden skin.  Closing his eyes, he would sniff it, breathing in deeply 

as its warm perfume filled his senses.  Then he would take a single bite.  His mouth would fill with luscious 

juice, savouring it slowly.  Then he would spit out the mouthful and throw the peach into the sea below.  

He said it was a perfect moment and he gained more from that single, unrequited bite than from gorging 

on a basket of peaches.  In a way, Branson suggests, regrets are like wanting the peach you have thrown 

away.  “It’s gone, but you want it back.  The thing that helps capture the moment is to have no regrets.  

Regrets weigh you down and hold you back when you should move on” (Branson, 2007a, p.89). 

7.4.1.8   Peak or Mystic Experiences 

Childhood 

   As a child, Branson had his first peak experience.  On being left to find his way home across the 

fields and arriving safely he describes feeling like a conquering hero.  A feeling of deep satisfaction came 

over him.  His mother did not seem to notice, sending him to collect wood at the vicar’s house.  

Overcoming his fear of learning to swim indicates a level of unification with nature. After almost drowning, 

he managed to swim.  “All that mattered is I could swim” (Branson 2007b, p. 14).     
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   Another such integrating experience transpired after Branson won the victor ludorum for sport. 

He recalls how, despite dyslexia, he had found something at which he could excel.  Who cared if I couldn’t 

spell? Not me.  In this statement, we get a clue of Branson feeling that limitless horizons were opening 

up for him, in which he felt omnipotent, ecstatic. Through this experience, Branson was changed, altered, 

in a way that he was strengthened.  All dichotomies were dissolved and he became one with himself and 

the world.  Academic struggles did not matter. 

   The experience, according to Maslow (1970b), is felt from a lesser to a greater degree.  The 

theological literature generally assumed a qualitative difference between the mystic and other 

experiences.  Maslow argued, however, that when the experience is studied as a natural phenomenon, it 

can be placed on a quantitative continuum from intense to mild.   

Adolescence 

   There are no outstanding incidents describing peak experiences for Branson during adolescence. 

Adulthood 

The most intense for Branson, are those peak or mystic experiences derived from hot air ballooning: 

The sky is the most peaceful place.  Gliding silently, apart from the rest of the world, makes me 
feel at one with nature.  Nobody can phone you, nobody can stop you.  You are free.  You look 
down on towns and fields and people who don’t know you’re there.  You can fly alongside a wild 
swan and hear the beat of its wings.  You can look into the eyes of an eagle (Branson, 2007b, 
p.86).   

Branson is able, when he is high in the sky, to focus fully in the moment, of immersing himself in the 

greater universe, to feel unified, within his self at one with nature and the world.  A most telling comment 

Branson made in his autobiography is indicative of a profound spiritual experience.  He describes how 

when the balloon had mechanical difficulties, he was still able to experience a numinous moment, 

something that could only be God-given:  

I do not believe in God, but as I sat in the damaged capsule, hopelessly vulnerable to the slightest 
shift in weather or mechanical fault, I could not believe my eyes.  It was as if a spirit had entered 
the capsule and was helping us along.  This was a miracle (Branson, 1988, p. 332).  

It was a frightening and life-threatening time. Branson recalls the balloon trip he took with Per Lindstradt, 

a world class ballooner with vast experience.  When they were 30-35000 feet up in the air, it felt as would 

a river in full flood.  When they broke through the jet stream, the top half and the bottom would travel at 

different speeds.  They were at the mercy of the elements.  The worst happened; they were too high to 

jump out and feared the balloon would be torn in two that the heavy capsule would hurtle thousands of 

feet into the sea.  Fortunately, at the last moment, the capsule shot up: 

The ferocity of the jet stream and the fact we survived awed me.  There was a kind of wild and 
terrifying exhilaration to the experience of being alone in all that space.  It seemed such a fragile 
reality that all that kept us up there was – literally – hot air (Branson, 2007b, p.64). 
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In another ballooning record-breaking attempt, Branson recalls flying over Marrakesh (Morocco):   

We flew serenely for the rest of the day.  The views over the Atlas Mountains was exhilarating; 
their jagged peaks capped with snow and gleaming in the glorious sunshine; the rising sun and 
the growing warmth of the day seemed infinitely precious (Branson, 2007b, p.79).   

The mystical experiences have led Branson to appreciate his life: 

They say a dying man reviews his life in the final seconds before his death.  In my case that was 
not true.  As we hurtled down towards becoming a fireball on the Atlas Mountains and I thought 
we were going to die, all I could think of was that, if I survived, I would never do this again 
(Branson, 2007b, p. 84) 

Once safely landed, however, in perfect contradiction, he contemplated talking to other balloonists about 

their trips around the world.  He wanted another try.  He describes the experience of being in nature as 

“an irresistible challenge buried too deep inside of me to give up.   As I drifted off to sleep I thought this is 

almost too much for one person in their lifetime, to have such fantastic experiences” (Branson, 2007b, 

p.85).  Apart from the hot air ballooning that culminated in Branson’s feeling simultaneously omnipotent 

and powerless, is an experience on Necker Island. 

Something occurred recently, which seems to sum up what I’m about and how I view life.  It was 
when a hurricane blew across the Virgin Islands.  I didn’t take refuge indoors.  Hurricanes only 
come to Necker Island about once every fifty years, and I hate the idea of not experiencing 
something – especially an event as rare and dramatic as that.  Being out there in the storm was 
a rare opportunity, so I got into the swimming pool and kept my head down as the winds raged 
overhead.  It was a completely awesome experience, watching the seas crash over the reef, 
feeling the velocity of the wind, hearing the incredible noise.  Weathering the storm was fantastic 
– and that is what my life is like.  Being out there in a hurricane, and surviving (Branson, 2007b, 
p.217). 

Branson has been fortunate to experience the mystic and peak, and seeks them out.  There are strong 

parallels with nature, and each time he has become overwhelmed at the numinosity of experience, and 

fundamentally changed.  This has led him to question his life and purpose. 

   Maslow (1996a) was fascinated by the way in which his subjects described their sexual orgasms 

in terms of mystic experiences.  In the peak experience, the self-actualiser feels limitless horizons, a 

feeling of ecstasy, wonder and awe, the loss of placing in time and space with the conviction that 

something extremely important had occurred.  These experiences led to a desire to continue developing: 

I want to keep renewing myself and the opportunities I have.  It’s like sex.  It’s as satisfying at fifty 
as it is at twenty.  Incidentally, the best advice I got from my dad was ‘wear a condom (Branson, 
2007a, p.218). 

Implicit is sex as a peak experience.  Sex illustrates the impact, akin to the experiences in balloon trips, 

at one with nature, united within his self. 

Branson also experiences a level of peak experience at Necker Island.  Most mornings he heads off for 

a swim around the island which is about 2 km:  “This allows me to feel in touch with nature and at one 

with myself (Branson, 2012, p.307). 
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7.4.1.9 Social Interest  

Childhood 

   In keeping with Maslow’s conceptualisation (Chapter 3), to identify the source of this quality, it is 

pertinent to look toward Branson’s parents’ influence.  He described his parents as extremely kind, 

thoughtful and loving people who taught him to treat others equally.  His mother taught certain responses 

to her son.  For example, if he criticised someone, she would stand him in front of the mirror and say the 

flaws he observed in others were in reality a self-reflection: 

That taught me to pay close attention when I looked at others.  They also taught me to listen and 
value other people’s advice and opinions.  So I have always applied this in business and tried to 
be a good leader and bring out the best in people by listening to them, trusting in them, believing 
in them, respecting them and letting them have a go (Branson, 2012a)). 

In keeping with this sense of identification, Branson was largely affectionate toward his siblings, though 

he sometimes saw them as foolish, weak or sometimes nasty.  Branson’s siblings were, despite 

arguments, still more easily be forgiven than strangers.  From a young age, Branson was instilled with 

responsibility for those around him, and encouraged to put others’ needs and comfort before his own 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013).  Despite craving time alone, they insisted he not be selfish:     

As a child my parents would always insist that all the children come out for walks after Sunday 
lunch with them, whatever the weather.  I preferred to go alone (Branson, 2007, p.383). 

In his youth, Branson seemed not to display much of the quality of human kinship, despite being 

best friends with Nik.  There are various examples of his trying to avoid others, or escaping putting others’ 

needs first.  For example, when a child was invited for a weekend’s stay, he decided during a church 

service, to leave the boy and sit with his friend, Nik.  Another illustration is when visitors came, Branson 

escaped to Nik’s house, leaving his siblings to entertain the guests.  He was forced to sing or recite poetry. 

Adolescence 

   At boarding school, there are few examples of the quality Maslow (1970b) alluded to, in which 

there is a deep feeling of identification, sympathy and affection.  He was in a state of psychological 

survival. Branson was striving for a sense of belonging, of being loved and accepted, but felt rejected.  

This striving hindered his ability to feel identification, sympathy and affection. 

   It was only after leaving school when he began to make his own decisions that Branson seemed 

to express the quality of social interest, gemeinschaftsgefuhl (Maslow, 1970a).  A burgeoning attitude of 

compassion led him to feeling passionate about the campaign to end American involvement in the 

Vietnamese War.  This attitude manifested in October 1968.  All volunteers working on Student magazine 

joined Vanessa Redgrave (famous Hollywood actress) on a student march to Grosvenor Square to protest 

outside the American embassy. Branson described marching for what he believed in, along with tens of 

thousands of people as exciting.  He did not see himself as radical: 



165 

 

  

I am a left winger, he told a reported from The Guardian newspaper, only to the extent that their 
views are sane and rational (Branson, 2012, p.17). 

Branson’s social interest is evidenced in all spheres of his work.  He does not often speak of himself, 

using plurals such as ‘our’ and ‘we’ in describing his business or indeed any part of his life: 

Our main aim is to make a difference in whatever market we are breaking into; we appreciate 
what the customer wants and always delivering an extremely high standard of product and 
service.  We launched student magazine because we didn’t like how things were done and it was 
aimed at giving young people a voice on key issues such as the Vietnam War.  We have used 
that attitude to grow Virgin into the music industry, aviation, trains, telecoms and healthcare.  
Virgin has always stood for: quality, value for money, innovation, competitive challenge and fun 
(Branson, 2012a). 

Adulthood 

We value our people and encourage them to be adaptable and innovative (Branson, 1998). 

During the period between 1967 and 1970 Branson became involved with Debbie, a young woman who 

worked at Student magazine. Debbie fell pregnant and wanted an abortion.  They found it difficult to find 

someone to perform the abortion, but finally managed.  After the operation, Branson realised there might 

be a host of young people facing the same problem with nowhere to turn for help.  He wrote: 

It wasn’t just unwanted pregnancies; what if you needed psychological help, or had a venereal 
disease but afraid of admitting it to the family doctor, or had run away from home with nowhere 
to live (Branson, 1998, p 67). 

Together with Debbie, he drew up a list of problems students faced.  Branson found a number of 

sympathetic doctors and opened a student advisory centre.  This resulted in assisting, and receiving 

complaints.  Unfortunately they were found to be operating illegally and shut down.  They were taken to 

court but found not guilty as they did not offer to cure people but referred them to qualified doctors. 

   Branson has matured in terms of Maslow’s (1970a) development.  In an interview with Peter 

Crush (July, 2010), he reports he came to see that the collective needs are more important: “Our view at 

Virgin is that collective responsibility bonds teams, and having pride in work is a better driver than a 

hierarchical culture where the boss calls the shots.  People should be given more than one chance.  

Someone who makes no mistakes makes nothing”.  

   Branson’s ability to empathise has come from a realistic view.  He has come to know that we are 

all human, apt to weakness.  In this sense, he has embraced his own humanness and identified with his 

fellow beings.  Deciding against a hierarchical structure, Branson has implicitly placed himself at the same 

level as his employees.  He has also, in doing so, expressed his trust in his team; they are responsible 

for and capable of satisfactorily fulfilling their role in developing a successful business.  Staff is the most 

important thing about Virgin; Branson wants them to be happy.  His thinking punctuates the importance 

of others, being mindful of their needs.     
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   Branson admits he has not always been empathetic, and at one point was extremely angry at 

British Airways and their smear campaign in which he sued for libel – and won.  Though angry, he asserted 

he has learned to be nice.  At the turn of the millennium he heard on the radio a vicar speaking, saying 

that: 

If everyone would befriend their enemy there would be peace in the world.  I then invited an old 
antagonist, Colin Marshall from BA, to lunch.  I invited him to manage my lottery bid and we 
became friends.  It makes sense to mend bridges with everyone you fall out with, even your worst 
enemies, and try and befriend them (Branson, 2007b, p.93). 

When doing business, he admits taking risks.  However, “I always make sure we have a way out if things 

go wrong.  You have to protect your people.  It’s your people who make a company exceptional or 

average” (Branson, 2012, p.47).  In an interview with Oprah Winfrey (2011), Branson admits it impossible 

to feel the same connection as when there are only four or five people in a business working close 

together.  However, he describes how everyone working for him has the same belief system.  It is that a 

company is its people.  He praises his employees and looks for the best in them.  He asserts people can 

be likened to plants, we need to be watered (nurtured), and if the plants sprout leaves (grow), they are 

praised and flourish.  Branson believes people who work for Virgin would metaphorically kill for the 

company as they are so proud of it – they believe in what we are creating.  In this way, Branson assists 

in harnessing peoples’ knowledge and experience in a holistic, team approach, selecting people for a 

particular task, taking into consideration experience and ability.  His style of management is: 

To encourage staff to take regular holidays and make time for family and other interests, viewing 
it as corporate security.  By maintaining the health and mental wellbeing of staff, the most 
important asset of the company, are protected.  “This benefits the company through creativity, 
energy, enthusiasm and teamwork (Branson, 2012, p.292). 

In South Africa, Branson set up the Branson Leadership Centre in Johannesburg some ten years ago.  
More than a hundred entrepreneurs have participated.  One of the graduates, Lesego Malatsi, a fashion 
designer, got to work at London Fashion Week.  A second school in Jamaica with people working on 
launching businesses from hospitality to education services to recycling, was also opened (Branson, 
2012, p.298). 

On a global-political level, an incident occurred which further elucidates the quality of social 

interest, an event that has widened his involvement to a global level.  In October 1988 Branson saw on 

the television that Saddam Hussein had taken British nationals hostage in Baghdad, using them as a 

human shield.  Being a businessman, he was in a unique position where he could connect, at different 

levels, in any country, through a network of goodwill.  He flew to Baghdad and granted safety in 

transporting, through Virgin Air, tons of medicine, foodstuffs, blankets and tents to the refugees. The 

hostages were released. 

   The attitude of compassion is evident in his commitment to encouraging staff and customers to 

volunteer, spreading the net in making a difference in areas like malaria, aids, HIV and TB (Branson, 

2007b, p. xi). 
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Branson’s empathy is illustrated when recalling a letter he received from someone who, like him, is 

dyslexic: 

It is important to put limitations aside, focus on strengths.  Not excellence measured in awards, 
or other people’s approval, but the sort one achieves for oneself by exploring what the world has 
to offer.  So, rather than looking to others for markers of achievement, consider what success 
means for you.  Think about personal matters, like your hopes for your family and private life, 
might help you bring this vision into focus (Branson, 2012, p.163). 

As he has matured, Branson’s interests have turned to matters regarding the environment and driving 

change at a global level, and the human race.  Branson is also involved with charities to help the 

disadvantaged.  His goal is to help develop practical solutions for some of the major problems humanity 

faces, and that, combined with his innate curiosity, inspires him and his team to quite literally reach for 

the stars: “I say focus on the future, and think global” (Branson, 2007b, p. 200).   

7.4.1.10   Interpersonal Relations 

Childhood 

   Branson’s closest relationships are with his family.  In particular, there is clear evidence that he 

has enjoyed a very close relationship with his mother.  Eve was the disciplinarian, yet also strong in 

encouraging his independence and quality of human kinship.  She has been a strong and steady 

influence.     

   In boarding school, when Branson was unhappy, she took responsibility for his wellbeing and 

moved him to a school that would benefit him.  When he could no longer play sport, she moved him to 

Cliff View House, where there was no sport and where he could focus on his studies.   

Branson’s father was a quieter influence and presence.  He appeared to be passive, not willing 

to set strict boundaries, protecting Branson by pretending to beat him, but colluding and making loud 

slapping noises so that Branson’s mother would think he was being beaten.  In an incident where Branson 

almost drowned whilst learning to swim, it was his father who jumped into the freezing cold river fully 

clothed, despite his mother, aunt and uncle standing by watching.  Ted did not want his son to be forced 

to do his bidding as he had had to do with his father.  Ted was forced to read law instead of archaeology, 

his passion.  He was also sent away to boarding school at a tender age, and was initially against boarding 

school for Richard.  However, Eve was the decision maker, while Ted merely followed (Branson & Peppe, 

2013). 

   What is notably omitted is that Branson does not discuss in any of the resources, his relationship 

with his sisters: Linda, the middle child, and Vanessa, the last born.  There is only one indication of 

Branson and his friend, Nik, lying under Linda’s bed and scaring her.    In his later work, Branson does 

not allude to his sisters. Therefore, the nature and/or the intensity of his relationship with his siblings’ are 
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unknown.  With respect to Maslow’s concept of interpersonal relations, it seems Branson did not have 

intimate or even close relations with his sisters.   

Branson’s childhood is, however, marked with mention of his very close relationship with Nik, the two 

inseparable as children: 

My friendship with Nik was based on affection but also a strong element of competition.  I was 
determined to do everything better than he did (Branson, 1998, p.27). 

Branson described Nik as quiet, with straight black hair and eyes, whilst Branson was blond with blue 

eyes!  They did everything together; climbing trees, riding bikes, shooting rabbits and hiding under Lindy’s 

bed to grab her ankle when she turned out the light.  Branson (1998) said he couldn’t remember a time 

he and Nik were not friends.   

Adolescence 

   Nik joined Branson in starting Virgin, but there was a break in their relationship in 1970 when 

Branson found Nik was trying to get him out of working at Student magazine.  Nik had written a letter to 

the volunteers stating that Branson was destroying the business, asking them to side with him in asking 

Branson to leave.  Branson found the letter and felt betrayed.  However, he turned the crisis around by 

telling Nik that the staff did not want him but were afraid to tell him.  Nik subsequently left for university 

but they remained friends. It was their first real disagreement.  The lesson he learned was that it was 

better to bring issues into the open and face them, that a dispute can be sorted out in a friendly way before 

it escalates (Branson, 2007b):   

Nik was my best friend and I deeply hoped we would remain so.  When next I was in Shamley 
Green I went round to see Nik and found him eating one of his mom’s puddings.  We sat down 
together and polished it off (Branson, 1998, p.75).   

Branson missed Nik and asked him to return to control the finances.  Nik agreed.  According to Branson, 

the relationship was deepened further when they opened a record shop, Virgin Records.  Despite the 

close friendship, they had disagreements.  When Nik came to see how Branson and Johnny handled 

money, he was shocked.  They used a biscuit tin to which everyone had access.  Nik opened a banking 

account, bills were paid timeously, and stress decreased.  It is evident Branson needed Nik’s skills and 

could not cope without his contribution to running the business.  Also intimated is that Nik felt he could 

not depend on Branson and perhaps did not trust him in managing the finances.  Nik organised a better 

means of distribution of Student magazine.  Before long, the pair found the Manor, a house they 

purchased in Branson’s parents’ name.  Branson described the house.  It was: 

Like a hippie commune with up to forty people sleeping all over the place on mattresses.  I thought 
my parents would be angry.  However, they even assisted sometimes, and Lindy came to stay 
during the holidays (Branson, 2007b, p.96). 

Adulthood 
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Branson met and fell in love with Kristen, his first wife, in 1971.  He was trying to prevent her 

going back to finish her architectural course in America.  He offered her a job further renovating the Manor, 

a house he bought.  She agreed. Branson “loved that she was natural, with perfect taste” (Branson, 1998, 

p.105).  The couple married, but after two years, difficulties emerged.  She was artistic, and apparently 

insisted they sell their houseboat as she wanted more space to paint.  He tried to compromise and bought 

a small house.  Both found it claustrophobic.  Kristen argued that Virgin staff coming and going left no 

privacy.  She complained that he spent all his time working and saw no distinction between his private 

and business life.  Branson admits he still finds it difficult to avoid or reject a person or telephone call.  

Whilst on holiday in Mexico to try to repair the marriage, they were involved in a boating accident at sea.  

Branson insisted the captain take them out, despite storm warnings.  Two of the other guests plus the 

crew and boat were never found.  The couple managed to swim to shore.  Branson does not mention the 

impact his being instrumental in the death of others, is.  He appears to have continued his life without 

reflection, focusing rather on himself and his marriage.  Despite the difficulties, he wrote, “Kristen and I 

swore we would stay together forever, but our marriage rapidly unravelled once in London; it ended where 

it had started: on board a houseboat” (Branson, 1998, p.144).  Kristen left Branson after dinner with friends 

when the couple had a wife swapping session, and she fell in love with Kevin.  Branson was heartbroken 

and tried to win her back.  Although Branson went on to have many casual relationships, the break-up 

was devastating.  It took a while for him to commit to another relationship.  Branson’s denial of 

responsibility regarding the boating accident alludes to the fact that he was raised to not be sad or have 

regrets. 

   In early 1976, he met Joan Templeton his future (second) wife, falling for her immediately.  Joan 

was married but she and her husband were drifting apart.  Branson describes Joan as “an intensely private 

person”.   They had a secret affair until she divorced and moved in with him. Branson’s parents maintained 

one should stick with one’s marriage partner through thick and thin, and Branson felt a great responsibility 

toward Kristen when she wanted to come back to him.  The tangle of relationships led, however, to 

Branson choosing Joan.  It is clear Branson does not like hurting anyone, and found it difficult to break 

any relationship. 

   If we examine Branson’s behaviour and social interactions, we detect that Joan seemed to be a 

psychologically healthy and stable personality.  Indeed, she seems to have many characteristics similar 

to those of his mother, Eve.  In an interview with Oprah Winfrey (2007), he speaks of stability in his life:   

My wife and I have been together for 35 years, and we are very happy.  I have two wonderful 
children, my parents, and great friends around me.  And then there are the more than fifty 
thousand wonderful people who work for the Virgin companies.  I have no excuse not to be happy.   

In keeping with the above statement, Branson has many acquaintances, but deep ties with only a few.  

As Maslow mentioned, this is partly due to the fact that being very close with someone requires a good 

deal of time. Branson’s children have deep meaning to him.  Holly and Sam have been a constant 
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inspiration and with him in spirit on his adventures.  Maslow (1970b) acknowledged that the self-actualiser 

tends to be kind to, or at least patient with almost everyone.  Maslow found they are especially tender 

toward children, and easily moved by them.  Branson asserted: 

I still believe in all my mother’s challenges, but we applied them to a lesser degree with Holly and 
Sam.  Joan is a very down-to-earth, Scottish woman.  She made sure we were always surrounded 
by other family members and living an everyday life.  Children have the most fantastic binding 
effect on a relationship.  Obviously, there are downs in a relationship.  But for me, it keeps getting 
stronger and stronger.  Love really does grow.  We live a very stable, normal life and as a result, 
Holly and Sam are extremely well balanced.  They live in the modern world, but like me were born 
to challenge themselves.  I encouraged but never pushed. I am very proud Holly decided to 
become a paediatrician. I am really proud of Sam, who is very creative, playing music and 
challenging himself to a crossing of the Arctic with dad (Branson, 2007b, p.220). 

In 2014, Branson hoped to take his children on a trip to space, saying, “We will be going to space after 

the test flight over Mojace, California” (New York Times (Kenneth Chang, 2013).  Unfortunately, in October 

2014 the test-flight led to the spacecraft crashing in the desert and it will take time to realise this goal.  It 

is interesting that Branson still describes his adult offspring as children, an affectionate and protective 

reference: 

It’s great to be together…I look over at Holly and Sam and realise I don’t want to plan their lives 
for them.  I just want them to be happy. At moments like these I can relax into being among people 
I love and care about (Branson, 2007b, p.496).   

On board the inaugural flight of Virgin Atlantic, Branson describes being “Surrounded by family and 

friends, the people who are most important to me, and to Virgin, over the last ten years.  I sat next to 

Joan, with Holly on her lap.  Behind us was pretty much everyone from the entire Virgin Group” (Branson, 

2007b, p.226). 

   Branson has a plethora of admirers.  With technological advances this is made manifest as 

examples of others’ views and opinions of him as a business mogul, and his qualities as a human being, 

are exposed on the world web.  Also, Branson’s style of business, beliefs, values and philosophies are 

distributed in the media.  Attached is a list of Branson’s accolades and achievements (Appendix F). 

   Although Virgin is not a family company in the traditional sense, in that it has not been passed 

down vertically generationally, it is a family company in that “I always involve my wider family in whatever 

I do, and I listen to their opinions as closely as anyone else’s” (Branson, 2012, p.205).  For Branson, 

business is a way of life and that is partly why his family is intricately involved in all his decisions:   

If anyone asked me what I believe in above all else, I would say, my family.  I firmly believe in the 
family.  I know that sometimes families split up, and I have been through some of that myself.  
And I know that some people don’t have anyone.  But close friends can be like family.  We all 
need a strong support network.  Even though I was taught to stand on my own feet, without my 
loyal family and friends I would be lost (Branson, 2007b, p.105). 

In listening to the advice of close friends, Branson is able to reflect.  Branson’s local butcher advised him 

not to go high-altitude ballooning, asserting he had proved everything he needed to prove advising that 
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he owes it to his son not to put himself at risk.  Branson was sobered by his advice, realising it was one 

thing to put his business at risk, but another to put his family in jeopardy. When pressured by 

responsibilities, Branson finds refuge in his family: “I was taking them for granted and being selfish” 

(Branson, 2012, p.389). 

Another close bond was with his hot air ballooning partner, Per Lindstrom (Branson, 2012, p.339): 

I get close to most of the people I spend a long time with. But Per is not a team player.  He’s a 
loner and often difficult to read.  I had been brought up to look for the best in people.  Per always 
seemed to find the worst.  Despite this, we managed to get on as two opposites who can respect 
each other’s strengths and weaknesses.  Despite the dangers, I realised our balloon flights had 
been some of the greatest adventures of my life.  During the rest of my life, I am – to a greater or 
lesser extent – in control of my destiny.  In a balloon we are at the mercy of the elements, the 
technology, engineers and we are 30 000 feet up. 

7.4.1.11   Democratic Character Structure 

 Maslow (1970a) described this quality as a lack of prejudice, not discriminating between 

individuals on the basis of what are seen as meaningless differences. 

Childhood 

   During his childhood, Branson took advice from his parents, particularly his mother.  She was the 

driver, and to this day, he sees his mother as his confidante and mentor, despite his progression into 

having one of the biggest business empires in the world.  “I learn from others” (Branson, 2012, p.26).  He 

states that his mother taught him never to look back in regret but to move on to the next thing.  He says 

people spend too much time dwelling on failures rather than putting energy into another project.  When 

Eve heard her son speaking ill of someone, she made him stand in front of the mirror, reasoning critical 

talk was a poor reflection on his own character. 

At boarding school, Branson seemed to make a point of not interacting socially with his peers as 

he makes no mention of befriending anyone.   

Adolescence 

   At Stowe, Branson was influenced by Jonny Gems, whom he saw as highly intelligent with an 

incredible general knowledge.  His admiration seems to have been a compensation for his own 

inadequacies in the academic arena.  This spurred him on to motivate himself to work on English, which 

dedication led him to win an English essay contest and come top of his class, despite being at the bottom 

for all other subjects.   

Branson was also influenced by Rudi, his Dutch girlfriend.  Her influence was in the sphere of 

politics and human rights, when he became aware of the Vietnam War, and soon after, he marched with 

others to the American embassy in protest.  Her influence affected Student, in which he began addressing 

social problems.   
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   There is evidence Branson was also influenced by his best friend, Nik, whom he admired for his 

financial acumen. He allowed Nik to take charge of this aspect of his first business.  Branson admits 

needing others to compensate for his weaknesses.  Nik contributed to Branson’s gaps in capabilities, as 

even in meetings, he sometimes does not know the difference between a debit and credit. 

Adulthood 

I have learnt always to reward talent.  If someone has good ideas, or can handle something else, 
just let them do it.  This is why I ask people’s advice in the street, on a plane or on a train.  It’s 
true – that the man in the street often has more common sense than many big bosses (Branson, 
2007b, p.102) 

Branson acknowledges that advice comes in many forms.  He asks several people what they think, and 

gets many angles before making a decision. “In that way, no piece of advice is then ever bad” (Branson, 

2012, p.27).  Branson admires others, using their talents, regardless of demographic qualities.  He admits 

(Branson, 2007b, p.2): 

I believe in using and harnessing other people’s knowledge and experience, which is why I like 
to work holistically, within a team.  Harnessing energy is like harnessing brainpower.  What’s the 
point of selecting someone for a task if you ignore his or her experience and ability?  It’s like 
consulting experts and not even considering their advice.  I trust my own instinct and ability to do 
almost anything I set my mind to.  If an idea or project is good and worthwhile if it’s humanly 
possible I’ll always consider it seriously, even if I have never done it, or thought about it before.  
I’ll never say I can’t do this because I don’t know how to.  I’ll ask people, look into it and find a 
way.  Looking, listening, learning – these are things we should do all our lives, not just at school. 

Branson’s belief in delegating has assisted him in finding the best possible people for Virgin, giving them 

the freedom and encouragement to flourish.  When he set up Virgin Records, for example, Branson moved 

out of the office and set up his desk in a houseboat.  His thinking was, and still is, that if he is not always 

available it forces others to call the shots, which in turn improves their leadership skills, builds confidence 

and strengthens the business, leaving him more time to innovate (Branson, 2012). 

In Branson’s business he uses a simple philosophy: 

Ideas come from your people if you let them, it’s wonderfully simple.  For as much as you need a 
strong personality to build a business from scratch, you must also understand the art of 
delegation.  I have to be good at helping people run the individual businesses – it cannot just be 
me that sets the culture when we recruit people.  The company must be set up so it can run 
without me (Branson, 2013). 

His commitment to a democratic attitude is illustrated in his insistence that he continually ask staff for 

suggestions, and tries his hand at their jobs.  For example, when he tried pushing a trolley down the aisle 

of a jumbo jet, he found it crashed into everyone.  When he talked to the crew, they suggested a more 

waitress-style service keeping trolleys to a minimum (Branson, 2007b, p.488).  This example 

demonstrates Branson’s valuing others’ input.  Values are important and Branson tends to select people 

with the same principles.  Part of his decision for diplomacy is that he values a diversity of ideas.    

 The fact that Branson respects the advice of others indicates respect for humanity.  In doing so, 
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he expects debate, for his staff to offer reasons and ways to progress.  Branson does not hire ‘sheep’, 

and uses his staff’s views and talents (Branson, 2012). 

   Branson admires Apple. Through Steve Jobs’ lifetime of effort, Apple’s various devices have given 

us new ways of connecting and engaging with the world, including those with disabilities; which Branson 

views was an immense source of pride for Steve (Branson, 2012). 

This democratic attitude is evidenced in an interview with Oprah Winfrey.  Branson reports he has learnt 

the art of delegation: 

We have more than three hundred different companies.  I have to take the time to find people 
who are more knowledgeable than I am, and then I have to accept that everything won’t go exactly 
the way it would if I were leading.  Sometimes things go a lot better. 

Branson admires Robert Falcon Scott who trekked to Antarctic in 2012: 

(Scott) was my childhood hero, and in later life I met and greatly admired his son, Sir Peter Scott.  
Rather like his father, Sir Peter proved that if you put your mind to something you can do almost 
anything (Branson, 2007b, p.381).  He fought in the war as a commando and became an expert 
at sailing small boats.  He was picked for the British Olympic team.  He took up gliding and won 
the record for the longest flight.  Later he set up the World Wildlife Fund (WWF).  Scott also set 
up the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust in the United Kingdom. 

Explorers and adventures such as Sir Scott have influenced his penchant for adventure and world record-

breaking attempts. 

It is clear Branson doesn’t believe in following the crowd.  He quickly changes things where 

possible if it’s for the better and works by setting an example.  In this he cites others whom he describes 

as good and brilliant people.  As well as James Lovelock, Branson purports to draw inspiration from 

Jonathan Porritt, co-founder of Forum for the Future (founder of Greenpeace); Australian 

scientist/environmentalist, Ian Flannery, who asserted in his ground-breaking book, The Weathermakers, 

that we can all influence the global climate positively; and Al Gore, who has made it his mission through 

his film and book, An Inconvenient Truth, to get across that the world is on the brink of an environmental 

catastrophe.  From these interactions, Branson set out to reducing carbon emissions: 

Virgin is looking at scientific advancement that will make for a more organic and holistic approach 
to business.  The future is exciting.  We could be on the threshold of a renaissance of the way we 
live but also of enterprise and invention (Branson, 2007b, p. xi). 

Branson has great admiration for (now deceased) Nelson Mandela, and was one of the guests invited to 

attend Mandela’s funeral in Qunu: 

The one man I admire and respect above all others is Nelson Mandela.  He was able to forgive 
his oppressors because if he hadn’t they would have finally destroyed him.  At that moment, he 
truly became free – and that was what made him great.  I admired all he was achieving in the new 
South Africa, and worldwide, with his philosophy of peace and reconciliation (Branson, 2007a, 
p.201).   

He substantiates this admiration: 
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Having spent eighteen out of twenty-seven years in prison breaking rocks on Robben Island did 
not break his spirit.  As he walked down the dusty road from the prison to the boat that was to 
take him to freedom, he said he realised that if he allowed bitterness to take him over, he would 
never be free.  During that walk, he forgave his oppressors because if he hadn’t they would have 
finally destroyed him.  At that moment, he truly became free – and that was what made him great 
(Branson, 2007a, p.201). 

Branson recalls a specific anecdote.  When Bill Clinton (former US president) was going through a tough 

personal time which was played out in the public glare, Mandela said to him: “They destroyed my 

marriage.  They abused me physically and mentally.  They could take everything except my mind and 

heart.  Those things I would have to give away and I decided not to”.  Mandela added “neither should you” 

(Branson, 2012, p.201).  Branson reports that he learned to call him Madiba, an honorary title given to 

elders in his tribe.  Branson asserts he has also learnt lessons in South Africa: 

Important lessons can be learned by studying my experiences in South Africa.  It is a crucible of 
youth and energy, a melting pot of original ideas, and things that work there do so faster because 
of the urge to progress.  For this reason, entrepreneurs, business people, health professionals 
and educators might benefit by studying the South African model (Branson, 2007, p.202).   

Taddy Blatcher also stands out: 

Taddy shines above all else in the field of education.  Almost single-handedly, he launched 
Africa’s first Free University in downtown Johannesburg (Branson, 2007b, p.203).   

Poor children from the townships have never stood the chance to study.  Taddy started a university, Cida, 

from ground zero, which meant Taddy and his team had to be creative in finding solutions.  Companies 

were approached to assist and students expected to give back.  It is Taddy’s belief that anything can be 

turned around through empowerment.  The same applies to families and businesses according to Taddy, 

who asserted “people react to the way they are treated” (Branson, 2007b, p. 208). 

   Branson also mentions Sir Freddie Laker, the British Airline tycoon, as someone from whom he 

learned.  In the 1980’s, Sir Freddie advised on setting up his own airline.  He told Branson two things:  

You’ll never have the advertising power to out-market 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.  
Branson followed his advice.  He has made himself very visible and made a fool of himself on 
more than a couple of occasions (Branson, 2012, p.27). 

Branson reports that every person he admires has exhibited incredible courage, talent and a zest for 

getting things done no matter how long the odds (Branson, 2012, p.180).  Together with musician, Peter 

Gabriel, Branson set up The Elders, a group of former world leaders who use their wisdom and experience 

to resolve world conflicts.  Branson has found this experience fascinating and extraordinary: 

To listen to the group of eminent global leaders and see what they are trying to do to mitigate the 
causes of human suffering.  He acknowledges learning much wisdom from this group of senior 
members of the global society   (www.theelders.org). 

7.4.1.12   Discrimination between Means and Ends, Good and Evil 

http://www.theelders.org/
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Childhood 

   During his childhood Branson began setting goals and working to achieve them.  As a pre-teen, 

he decided, during his school holidays, to plant saplings to sell as Christmas trees.   He calculated the 

amount of profit, projected two years ahead.    Even though rabbits ate the saplings and he was unable 

to reach his goal, Branson set a target to which he was working, and became an active agent in the 

attainment thereof.  Also during his pre-teen years, he decided to try another business venture and did 

not let the failure of his previous goal, hinder him.  Branson got his father to build a bird aviary and began 

breeding birds.  Given his immaturity and lack of knowledge, he did not understand the principles of supply 

and demand.  The birds bred prolifically and he was unable to sell them fast enough.  When Branson 

returned to boarding school after the holidays, some were eaten by rats and his mother let the others go 

free.  

   At school Branson was struggling with academics due to dyslexia.  On befriending Jonny, 

Branson decided he wanted to become a journalist and put extra energy into English.  He quickly excelled, 

coming top of his class.  Although he did not become a journalist, Branson has written many books.  His 

belief in attaining goals:  

I set my goals and stick to them.  And I firmly believe that success is more than luck.  You have 
to believe in yourself and make it happen – that way, others also believe in you (Branson, 2007b, 
p.57). 

Adolescence 

   Maslow’s (1970a) assertion regarding the quality of discrimination between means and goals, 

and the complexity thereof, is clarified in respect of Branson’s goal in starting Student magazine.  The 

complexity lies in the fact that, though his aim was to publish a magazine, there is a plethora of examples 

illustrating his enjoyment of the process.  Interviewing various interesting personalities from different 

genres and learning about aspects of life, from creative arts, to music, to politics, was tremendously 

stimulating.  Together with his goal of making money to survive, he learnt to delegate and manage people.  

Each brought qualities and added value to the greater, overarching goal.  When the magazine was not 

making money, Branson began to think of ways to develop the concept, branching into other directions: 

Student Conference, Student Travel and Student Accommodation. He asserted he did not see Student 

as an end in itself.  He viewed the magazine as the beginning of a range of services.  Branson continually 

sets goals, with a constant urge toward growth. 

Adulthood 

Money is just a means to an end, not an end in itself; and what is going on now is just as important 
as what you are planning for the future.  So even though my diary is full for the months ahead, I 
have learned to live in the moment (Branson, 2007b, p.93)    
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Branson speaks of there being no secrets in terms of how he has managed to achieve at the level he has.  

Maslow (1970b) postulated that means are an end in themselves.  This is in line with his life philosophy: 

There are no rules to follow in business.  My philosophy is working hard and believing in myself.  
By that I mean enjoying myself, having fun, not worrying and getting stressed out.  I do not see 
the point of spending every waking moment working, sometimes to the point of exhaustion.  Fun 
is refreshing; it stimulates my physical, mental and spiritual abilities.  Knowing how to love and 
laugh and appreciate each other is what life is about (Branson, 2007a, p.32). 

Wertheimer concurs with Maslow’s (1970a) assertion, pointing out that most children are so creative they 

can transform routine experiences into a structured and amusing game of a sort through a certain system 

or rhythm.   

Fun is at the core of what I like to do business and it has informed everything I’ve done from the 
outset.  More than any other element, fun is the secret of Virgin’s success.  I am aware that the 
idea of business being fun and creative goes against the grain of convention, and it’s certainly 
not how they teach it at some of the business schools, where business is hard grind and 
discounted cash flows and net present values (Branson, 2007a, p.475). 

Knowing how to laugh and love and appreciate one another is the crux of life.  His motto comes from an 

ancient Egyptian sage, who wrote: 

He who works all day is miserable.  He who plays all day doesn’t pay his bills.  The bowman hits 
the mark, as the sailor reaches land, by having different skills and knowing when to work and 
when to relax (Branson, 2007b, p.32). 

Money enabled Branson to support a number of philanthropic causes through Virgin Unite, the aim being 

to leave the world in better shape. 

   Maslow (1970a) argued it may appear that the self-actualisers are laws unto themselves, without 

moral compass, or laissez-faire.  This, however, is not the case.  Maslow argued the self-actualiser has a 

strong sense of right and wrong, good and evil.  In the case of Branson, this moral and ethical foundation 

was undoubtedly nurtured in childhood.   He says he was raised to believe he could change the world.  

He believes it his duty to help others and to do good when he can.  He did not see the task as onerous.  

Branson’s parents inculcated a value system that corresponds to Maslow’s (1970a) quality of 

discrimination of good and evil. 

My parents had always drummed into me that all you have in life is your reputation: you may be 
very rich, but if you lose your good name you’ll never be happy.  The thought will always lurk at 
the back of your mind that people don’t trust you.  I had never focused on what a good name truly 
meant before, but that night in prison made me understand (Branson, 2007b, p.100). 

As a young adult, Branson felt omnipotent.  He started Virgin, and thought he was immune to the law.  

However, he had to learn a lesson after he broke the British law by avoiding tax on records he obtained 

from Belgium.  He placed the records on the shelves of his Virgin Music stores in the hope of making a 

profit plus the tax.  He was jailed and bailed out by his mother.  At twenty one, he was frightened into 

facing the reality and consequences of his illegal actions.  Branson admitted to having been aware of right 

from wrong at the time of committing the crime. 
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   The self-actualiser’s notion of right and wrong is, however, not always conventional, rarely 

showing, in their day-to-day living, the chaos, confusion, inconsistency or conflict common in most of our 

ethical dealings.  It seems Branson was taught by his parents that promises should be kept: 

If you can’t keep a promise, they said, don’t make one.  Thanks to my early grounding, I always 
try to keep my word.  I set my goals and stick to them.  I firmly believe success is more than luck.  
You have to believe in yourself and make it happen – that way, others also believe in you 
(Branson, 2007b, p.57). 

An illustration of this morality is when he sued British Airways to clear his name after BA allegedly spread 

rumours regarding Branson’s business tactics.  He said suing BA was not about winning, but about ethics 

and morals, stating, “As we embarked on the court case, the thing I had to keep reminding myself was 

that this was a libel case, not an argument over business practices” (Branson, 2007a, p.62).  After the 

case ended triumphantly, he shared the money with the Virgin staff.  Another example of Branson’s ethical 

value system is that in assessing new business, the idea is submitted to a ‘brand test’.  For example, he 

refused to start a cigarette company or a defence contracting business (for arms and ammunitions) “as 

these go against my values” (Branson, 2012, p.45).  Branson has continued to continue to instil this value 

system in his children: 

One of the biggest lessons I have learned is that if we set our children an example, they will 
continue to follow it.  It’s the only way forward if we are to help each other (Branson, 2007a, 
p.187). 

Lack of an adequate moral and ethical value system has, Branson believes, led to a lack of social 

cohesion.  He has taken cognisance of what Camila Batmanghelidjh wrote. She set up Kids Company in 

a deprived area of south London to support eleven thousand most chronically deprived young people with 

severe behavioural, emotional and social difficulties resulting from childhood trauma and neglect: 

Through listening to her, I believe that the breakdown in family life has played a big role in lack of 
social cohesion and skills.  Even a simple thing, like sitting down to meals at a table and 
conversing, as my parents did with my sisters and me as children, can be a major turning point 
(Branson, 2007a, p.208). 

Branson is not religious and does not believe in God.  However, when saved from near death when the 

hot air balloon in which he and Per Lindstradt were flying, crashed, he says he was aware that something 

super-natural had played a hand in the incident (Branson, 1998). 

7.4.1.13   Philosophical, Un-hostile Sense of Humour 

Childhood 

   Branson’s childhood sense of humour is not described on record.  The researcher found no 

examples of the humour akin to Maslow’s definition of this quality.  Rather, resources indicate he was not 

able to laugh at life or the ironies thereof.  He did not see the humour in the fact that rabbits had eaten all 

the saplings he had planted; rather, he was upset and shot all the rabbits and took them to the butcher to 

recoup some of the money he had lost (Branson, 1998).  Neither was he able to see the lighter side when, 
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after a knee operation, he found himself on a street island along with other patients because of a fire in 

the hospital. 

   At boarding school, Branson seemed rather morose, in survival mode, not seeing the humour in 

his struggles.  In describing Branson in her autobiography (Branson & Peppe, 2013), his mother does not 

make mention of Branson’s sense of humour.  Contrarily, Branson cites examples of how his mother 

forced him to face his social fears: 

We would even drag the children downstairs to sing and recite in front of our dinner guests.  They 
hated it to begin with, but soon it became second nature.  After all, if you can’t risk making a fool 
of yourself, there is little chance of achieving anything in this world.  People sometimes accuse 
Richard of being a show-off, but it is not that at all.  He is just trying to entertain others whilst 
forgetting himself in the process (Branson & Peppe, 2013). 

From a young age, Branson was, instead, taught to laugh and poke fun at himself.  This trait, however, 

seems to have been a learnt behaviour rather than emanating from his sense of self.  What is evident is 

that he has learnt to take himself lightly and injects this attitude into his workplace.     

Adolescence 

   In an interview with Oprah Winfrey (2007), Branson quipped that when he started Virgin he was 

young and inexperienced.  At first he was not even allowed to register the business name, as the word 

Virgin was thought rude.  In response, in his best fifteen year old penmanship, he wrote to the Registration 

office that the word virgin was the antithesis, a pious word.  They eventually agreed, and the Virgin brand 

was born (Branson, 2012). 

Adulthood 

   Moore (1997) asserts that sense of humour rubs off on the actualiser’s professional work which, 

though taken seriously, is somehow also taken lightly.  Humour is one of the cornerstones of Branson’s 

approach to business, and he believes in mixing fun with work.  Branson’s humour has consisted of a 

play of words.  He added touches of his own brand of humour on Virgin Airline flights as he wanted the 

passengers and his staff to have fun.  For example, on the salt and pepper cellars on the Airline, he had 

the words ‘pinched from Virgin Atlantic’ inscribed.  The butter knives were engraved with ‘stainless steal’ 

as the knives and salt and pepper cellars were often stolen. Further, Branson put a bar in the first class 

cabin so people could chat and socialise.  To entertain passengers, Virgin was the first airline to install 

seat-back video screens.  He also had ice cream served in the middle of flights.  This was in keeping with 

ensuring a light hearted mood and experience.  The airline still retains the same sense of fun and the 

ability to surprise and make people smile. 

   Branson has poked fun at himself often.  He has launched companies dressed in silly costumes 

to amuse staff, partners and the press.  He has thrown himself off tall buildings, hung off bridges, had tea 

on the rope of a hot-air balloon, driven army tanks into Times Square in New York, and plunged (usually 
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involuntarily) into oceans – to grab attention and reinforce a sense of fun.  This has made an impression 

and infused ‘Virgin fun’ into new ventures.  While he says it is not enough to be a joker, there is a serious 

side to him and to business, and making people smile helps establish a place in their hearts and minds 

(Bower, 2007). 

7.4.1.14   Creativity 

Childhood 

   From a young age, Branson’s parents encouraged and inspired his creativity of the k ind that 

Maslow (1970a) referred to as primary.  The creativity which his parents fostered was due to their own 

personalities, and creativity.  From this aspect, the researcher views the initial creativity which Branson 

displayed, as not developed into what Maslow referred to integrated creativity, but rather a childlike 

naiveté.  His parents were able to think laterally and do things by being industrious and broad-minded: 

My parents are also examples of creativity.  My mother has done everything from belly dancing 
to climbing mountaintops, and in her late eighties she hasn’t slowed down. She spends a lot of 
time with the Berbers in Morocco, teaching them English.  We are still a very close family, and 
that closeness has given me lots of strength.  My parents travel with me everywhere.  They were 
with me at the first Elders Conference in South Africa (Branson, 2007). 

Adolescence 

   Branson’s creativity continued to be nurtured during his youth.  It is the researcher’s opinion that 

it manifested naturally, encouraged by his parents, and as a response to dyslexia. With the learning 

challenges, dyslexics often learn unique ways of responding to their environment: 

My earliest lessons in lateral thinking and innovation weren’t obvious to me at the time.  At eight, 
in keeping with our family tradition, I was sent to boarding school near Windsor and I seemed 
very far from home. On the first night I worked myself up, vomiting on my bedclothes.  I had to 
clear it up myself.  Then having to thank the headmaster politely for the privilege of having so 
much pain inflicted on my posterior was incredible (Branson, 1998, p.38)   

Though struggling with academics and the boarding school environment, Branson found a creative way 

to cope: 

I could run like the wind and weave through the rugby pitch like a hare. It dawned on me I could 
shine in class, I could play the hand I’d been dealt.  I threw all my energy into sports and became 
captain of the football, rugby and cricket teams and won all the cups for sprinting and hurdling.  I 
even broke the school long jump record.  I had found another way to succeed (Branson, 1998, 
p.47).   

However, once he injured his knee and was unable to play sport, he was again faced with his biggest 

challenge, dyslexia.  The challenges led him to continue struggling and after being sent to Cliff View 

House, which did not have extra mural activities, Branson felt bereft, as he was forced to study.  This 

proved too difficult and he focused on the headmaster’s daughter, Charlotte.  After being expelled, and 

reinstated after pretending to want to commit suicide, he developed his memory: 



180 

 

  

I also believe dyslexia has made me more intuitive, because when presented with a written 
proposal, I am able to cut through pages of detailed facts and figures, instead extrapolating and 
expanding creatively on the concept as a whole (Branson, 2007a, p.157).  

Branson trained himself to concentrate, which skill demonstrates that despite being ridiculed, he creatively 

faced his weakness.  Branson’s developing integrated creativity resulted in personal integration and he 

became more confident.  Maslow (1970?) asserts that the ability to express ideas and impulses without 

strangulation and fear of ridicule is an essential aspect of self-actualising creativity.  This quality requires 

fearlessness of the unknown, mysterious, actively to seek out that which they can puzzle over, meditate 

on and be absorbed by.  Self-actualisers are unafraid of their own thoughts, even when they may be silly 

to others.    

   At Stowe School, Branson came up with creative ideas to change the archaic traditions and 

seeming waste of resources regarding the canteen, as well as the school magazine which had been in 

circulation for years. The headmaster was stunned when he wrote a long report about changes that could 

be made to better manage and run the school.  He ended grandly with the words, “I would be very 

interested in your views on this, and any money saved could be put towards my next plan” (Branson, 

2007b, p.175). 

Adulthood 

Leading Virgin is a great adventure; challenging, exciting and creative, it is something I would do 
if there were no money in it at all (Branson, 2012, p.73). 

Reflecting on when he was eighteen and living in London for the summer with his friend, Jonny Branson 

quipped (Branson, 2007b, p57),  

It became apparent to me that business could be a creative enterprise in itself.  If you publish a 
magazine, you’re trying to create something that is original, that stands out from the crowd that 
will last and, hopefully, serve some purpose.  Above all, you want to create something you are 
proud of.  I can honestly say I have never gone into any business purely to make money.  If that 
is the sole motive I believe you are better off not doing it.  A business has to be fun, and it has to 
exercise your creative instincts. 

After moving to London to continue working on the magazine Student, Branson’s interest was in making 

money to survive and pay the bills. This behaviour is in keeping with Maslow’s (1970a) concept of 

deficiency needs, with the need for basic need fulfilment before moving toward self-actualisation.  Given 

the satiation of these needs, his aim was to be creative and have fun: 

My creativity was channelled into business because, for example, while originally I just wanted to 
write and edit a magazine, I needed to learn fast how to be a publisher to make it pay.   Also 
happen to find hard work challenging (Branson, 2007a, p.177). 

Creative thought was natural, and continued to survive.  As he became self-sustaining, he was able to be 

creative in the way that Maslow (1970b) intended for self-actualisers.  Branson admits his inspiration to 

open an advice centre and recruit suitably qualified medical practitioners to assist with abortions, was 
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borne out of an urgent need (Branson, 2007b, p.176).  In an interview with Oprah Winfrey (2007), Branson 

was asked what the source of his extraordinary creative driving force to contribute to the world is: 

I love to create things and, as an entrepreneur, I have taken on many major corporations and 
done well.  I think capitalism is the only system that works, but it has its flaws; for one, that it 
brings wealth to only a few people.  Wealth brings extreme responsibility. 

Maslow (1970b) postulated that the potential for creativeness is intrinsic to all humans at birth.  He 

suggested that most lose it by becoming acculturated, while a few are able to retain this fresh and naïve 

way of looking at life or if lost, to recover it later in life.  The creativity of which Maslow (1970; Hergenhahn, 

1984) speaks is akin to that of a second naiveté, a childlike openness to experience, spontaneity and 

expressiveness.  This implies less inhibition, self-criticism and defensiveness.  Branson writes: 

I have never forgotten the lessons I learned at a young age and always pass them on to other 
people who complain about perceived hardship in their lives.  I tell them, don’t let your drawbacks 
hold you back and use the hand you’ve been dealt with to advantage.  Your problems are probably 
never as bad as you think they are and there’s always a way (Branson, 2007b, p.157).   

He goes on: 

Whatever your field, you must be passionate about it and create excitement in everything you do.  
Beat your drum and look beyond the obvious.  Anything that grabs media coverage, however 
outlandish, reinforces my image as a risk taker who challenges the establishment (Branson, 
2007b, p.141). 

He adds, in conclusion, that a huge lesson is that an innovative approach can open up fascinating new 

opportunities: 

I firmly believe that if we are to save the world from the biggest disaster to befall the human race 
we have to go into innovative overdrive (Branson, 2007b, 174). 

Branson’s thoughts and actions are creative.  He has a childlike innocence and openness to new 

experiences and ventures that have not been stunted by any personal defence mechanisms or inhibitions.  

Branson’s business acumen is testament to his extraordinary creativeness.  He has managed to grow a 

business enterprise from a small company, to over four hundred separate companies falling under the 

Virgin umbrella.  It seems that his creativity, present in childhood, was protected by his parents.  An 

illustration of Branson’s integrative creativity is when he took a daring step in 1984, when approached to 

operate an airline: 

In the same way I tend to make up my mind about people in 30 seconds of meeting them, I also 
make up my mind about whether a business proposal excites me within about 30 seconds of 
looking at it.  I rely far more on gut instinct than researching statistics.  This might be because, 
due to my dyslexia, I distrust numbers, which can be twisted to prove anything (Branson, 2007a, 
p.209). 

Another bold and creative step was in starting Virgin Trains.  The move from creating a business whose 

main focus is trains is considered as one of the most innovative and creative moves he has made. He 

writes: 
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If starting an airline from scratch with no prior experience was the most innovative thing I’ve done, 
then moving into trains was the second.  Equally it took many by surprise (Branson, 2007a, p.7). 

Maslow (1970a) noted the personality traits evidenced in self-actualisers include boldness, courage, 

freedom, spontaneity, perspicuity, integration and self-acceptance.  The collusion of the individual within 

themselves and with the world is displayed in Branson’s ability to take an idea and integrate it with his 

personality.  That is, he is able to quickly make up his mind, from an intuitive place.  This quality is 

remarkable, as it has allowed him to have a deep trust and respect for himself, devoid of the usual fears, 

insecurities and doubts that pervade most of us.  He has the perspicacity in that moment, to see into the 

future, without holding onto the experience.  The researcher notes a fluidity and oneness between 

Branson and the world in which he resides. 

   In making the decision to operate an airline, Branson did not, however, act impulsively in that, 

though the idea grabbed his imagination, he still worked out the potential risks. The creativity that seems 

so natural to him, is endorsed in his published books, as well as encouraged in his staff: 

If you recognise something is a good idea, or if there’s something in your personal life that you 
want to do, but aren’t immediately sure how to achieve your goal, I don’t believe that little word 
can’t should stop you.  If you don’t have the right experience to reach your goal, go in another 
direction look for a different way in.  There’s always a solution to complex problems.  If you want 
to fly, get to the airfield at age sixteen and make tea.  Keep your eyes open.  Look and learn.  You 
don’t have to go to art school to be a fashion designer. Work your way up (Branson, 2007a, p.3) 

His belief that others can achieve self-actualisation is illustrated in his comment regarding Simon, who 

joined him in the early days of Virgin when Virgin Music, was launched.  Branson encourages others’ 

development, supporting and assisting people:   

I firmly believe anything is possible and, despite Simon’s having no obvious qualifications to turn 
a large chain of unsuccessful record shops into a chain of successful ones, I was certain he could 
do it (Branson, 2007b, p. 283). 

Branson acknowledges that things move so fast in the modern world and that his creativity has helped 

him remain successful by being innovative, fresh and original, rather than lose the spark through routine 

or nit-picking ways.  Despite creativity, he acknowledges that sometimes his ideas are not successful.  

For example, in 1998, his team decided to sell orchids instead of red roses on Valentine’s Day. Only fifty 

out of fifty-thousand were sold.  

   To capture his ideas, Branson transfers them into a notebook he always carries.  To balance his 

mental energies, Branson notes that hard physical tasks assist him to be creative.  These physical tasks 

have included crossing the Atlantic Ocean in a boat, going camping in the bush, ballooning, or being 

hands on with some of the entrepreneurial enterprises he has helped found for young people in Africa 

(Branson, 2007a, p.177).  
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   An identifying quality of self-actualising creativity is the ability to implement ideas, which quality 

is found throughout the body of work consulted in this study.  From a young age, Branson has embraced 

creative ideas and implemented most, sometimes to his own detriment. 

If you get a good idea, grab it and develop it fast.  Be careful, but not slow.  Don’t get bogged 
down in bureaucracy, or overwhelm yourself with red tape or too many cumbersome parameters.  
Just because you have always done it one way doesn’t mean you shouldn’t change and adapt.  
These are the lessons during my 40 years of being a creative entrepreneur (Branson, 2007b, 
p.188). 

7.4.1.15    Resistance against Enculturation 

Childhood 

   As a child, Branson, though fitting in with conventionality, resisted merging fully with his culture.  

He was encouraged to be independent, to be confident in his own thoughts and decisions.  In childhood, 

we are at the mercy of our parents in terms of activities involving enculturation.  In this respect, Branson’s 

parents were instrumental in deciding his dress, manners and decorum.  However, from a young age, he 

was encouraged to pursue his own dreams, not to be robotisised or moulded.  In contradiction of this, is 

the fact that he was sent into a formal schooling system with rules and regulations in keeping with the 

middle class norms of the time.  The English private schooling system is one based on British ideology, 

of sexism and is largely ethnocentric.  In this way, contrary to his parents’ encouragement of independent 

thought and deed, their actions inculcated conformity to the pervading system.   

Adolescence 

   During adolescence, Branson resisted enculturation in terms of the choices he made and 

increasingly stood out as an independent, unique individual.  He flagrantly disobeyed authority at boarding 

school by breaking various rules. For example, he would sneak out nocturnally to visit the headmaster’s 

daughter in her bedroom.  His rebelliousness was not in the sense of being a ‘hot’ and angry attitude, but 

rather of one of having a personal mission that would improve his life and that of others.  His ability to 

work creatively within the status quo offered an opportunity for him to work at improving the schooling 

system from within rather than reject it from without.  For example, he joined with other schools in 

launching a student magazine as an alternative voice for students to challenge the seemingly archaic 

traditions and outdated rules.  As illustrated in Frager et al (1987, p. 145), Branson became ruled “by the 

laws of their own character rather than by the rules of society”. 

Adulthood 

   In general, Maslow (1970b) asserts that the relationship between self-actualisers and their less 

healthy culture is complex.  He concluded that this complexity results in a paradox; though they fall within 

the limits of apparent conventionality in choice of clothes, language, food and cultural ways of doing 
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things, they are not really conventional, fashionable, smart or chic.  This is because their outward 

appearance or mannerisms of behaviour at a party are not of primary concern to them.    

   In 1971 Branson was drawn to the record business, remarking, “I knew very little about the 

industry, but I could see it was a wonderfully informal business with no strict rules” (Branson, 1998, p.82).  

He learned, after being charged by the police for assisting people and found not guilty: 

Though I was young, wore jeans and had very little money behind me, I need not be afraid of 
being bullied by the police or the Establishment.  Particularly, he said, when I have a good 
barrister (Branson, 2007a, p.  73). 

During his early twenties, on launching a counselling centre, Branson displayed the quality of autonomy 

and, despite being arrested, was unafraid to do what was ordinarily not socially accepted.  This 

characteristic indicates that he does what is in keeping with his own ethical viewpoint. 

   This outward display of autonomy as described by Maslow (1970a) is further evidenced in respect 

of Branson’s behaviour and dress.  He has been criticised as having ‘strange sexual antics’, of being 

unafraid to cross-dress.  In adulthood, he happily dropped his trousers at parties to reveal fishnet 

stockings and lacy suspenders; he dressed in women’s clothes and was photographed kissing a man; he 

performed solo drag acts on the dance floor; and has cavorted naked, covered in cranberry sauce.  “He 

had this thing at parties”, recalled Carol Wilson, a senior executive at Virgin Music, “of exposing himself 

all over the place”.  Alison Short, an assistant, was puzzled as to why he dressed as a woman and was 

“always throwing water over breasts and rubbing me down.  Regardless of whatever clothes he was 

wearing, he could rarely resist propositioning women, even those attached to other men” (Bower, 2008, 

p.40).   

   In keeping with Maslow’s assertion, it is evident there are also times when he appears to conform 

from the outside.  For example, Bower (2008, p.67) alludes to a meeting Branson was to attend, where: 

Only the old guard noticed how his mood and appearance modified.  The hair was slightly 
landscaped, the beard cropped, the shirts ironed.  The sweaters appeared to fit.  The expensive 
shoes favoured by City magnates encased his feet.  Occasionally he wore a jacket.  The swagger 
had perceptively matured.  The joyously rebellious youth had been replaced by a rebel tycoon on 
a mission. 

Another example illustrating this quality is when, in 1998, Branson met a potential buyer for Virgin Music.  

He met the then Transport Minister of the British Conservative Party dressed in jeans and an open-necked 

shirt, seemingly indifferent to the fact that that his visitors would feel overdressed.  Apparently, “the 

informality disarmed the politicians’ natural suspicions.  Eating plain chicken in the atrium overlooking 

Branson’s substantial garden, Rifkind was surprised by his host’s modesty.  His manner, according to 

Bower, lent authority to his arguments” (Bower, 2008, p.115). 

   An article published on June 1, 1997 in the New York Times by Geraldine Fabrikant supports 

Branson’s independence of culture.  She describes how “a scruffy-looking Englishman and a small group 
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of guests climbed aboard two giant hot air balloons in the southern English countryside” (Branson, 1998, 

p.256).  As an Englishman, born and bred into a nation that disdains ostentation and prides itself on its 

stiff upper lip reserve, Branson has been described as an anomaly.  Not only as a high school dropout, 

but a “one man publicity circus, embarking on headline-grabbing balloon trips, hamming it in wedding 

dresses and other costumes, emblazoning Virgin name on everything from planes and trains to blue jeans 

and lipstick to promote his businesses.  Far from disapproving, Britons love him for his grandstanding” 

(Branson, 2007b, p.29). 

   Branson has prided himself on throwing out the rulebook when something proves a barrier to 

business – or, in his view, makes no logical sense.  He argues against wearing a tie; the only reason that 

he can see for it is that society says it’s expected.  When people arrive for a business meeting, they 

invariably ask to remove their ties.  Branson finds this amusing, as if someone didn’t wear a tie they might 

stand a lesser chance of getting the deal done; “although I believe in a framework when carrying out 

duties, sometimes rules are made to be broken: the rulebook should not become an obstacle to great 

service, but used as flexible guidelines” (Branson, 2012, p.258). 

   Branson’s autonomy and non-conformity has, interestingly, led him to become admired by many.  

For instance, when the BBC Radio (British Broadcasting Corporation) conducted a survey, asking a large 

sample whom they thought would be most qualified to rewrite the Ten Commandments, Branson came 

4th after Mother Teresa, the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury (Bower, 2000, p.17). “He seems to 

have found the right mix of bravura and boyish effusiveness to charm his way into the British hearts, 

cultivating an independent, almost ‘anti-establishment’ image, with a great appeal to young people”.  

Despite accolades, Branson seems largely unaffected.   

   Branson maintains “going along with the crowd is rarely a good choice” (Branson, 2012, p.63).   

Branson has not conformed to business conventions.  On 22 June 1984, for instance, thousands of metres 

above the Atlantic Ocean, Branson had every reason to be self-congratulatory.  To the sound of 

Madonna’s hit song, Like a Virgin, he was wearing a steward’s hat and pouring eight hundred bottles of 

champagne into the glasses of four hundred guests celebrating the launch of Virgin Airlines.  According 

to Bower (2008, p. 59), “the sight of the famous dancing in the aisles and the pouting, red-suited Virgin 

hostesses offering food prepared by Maxims was a triumph of Branson’s presentational skills.  His tenacity 

had transformed a rejected proposal by a young American lawyer into a major media event”. 

   Moore (1997) asserted the self-actualiser is not against fighting per se, but against ineffectual 

fighting.  As an example, Branson was willing to take British Airways to court and launched a libel suit due 

to BA’s having spread untruths about Virgin Airlines, and attacking his character.  This illustration confirms 

that Branson is ruled by his own character laws rather than by those of society.  British Airways is a 

powerful business and at the time of the court case, Virgin Airlines was small in comparison.  In running 
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his business empire, Branson has not conformed to others’ manner of managing staff.  In an age where 

many read self-help books, he commented in an interview with Peter Crush (12 June, 2010):  

I’m happy to say I’ve never read a book on HR theory or people management.  Our guiding 

principle is: give individuals the tools they need, outline some parameters, and then let them do 

their own stuff”.  Another illustration of Branson’s independence of culture and environment is that 

most businesses do not allow relationships in the office.  Branson, however, believes employees 

should be free to have relationships with any consenting single colleague.  By not driving people 

into covert relationships it is easier to gain the respect and compliance with a few practical and 

simple rules (Branson, 2012, p.283).   

A good company, he asserts, should behave as an extended family. 

   Branson’s resistance to enculturation has led him to extend the boundaries of independence, and 

to breaking the law.  He broke the law by paying no purchase tax on records brought in from France.  He 

was aware it was ‘a criminal plan’. ‘But I had always got away with breaking rules before.  In those days I 

felt I could do no wrong and if I did, I wouldn’t be caught’.  He was subsequently arrested and charged for 

tax evasion: 

I spent that night in a cell lying on a bare, black plastic mattress with one old blanket.  The first 
part of my headmaster’s prediction had come true: I was in prison.  That night was one of the best 
things that happened to me.  As I stared at the ceiling I felt complete claustrophobic.  I had never 
enjoyed being accountable to anyone else or not being in control of my destiny.  I have always 
enjoyed breaking the rules, whether they were school rules or accepted conventions, such as that 
no seventeen year-old can edit a national magazine. I was twenty-one and lived entirely on my 
own terms, following my instincts.  But to be in prison meant that all that freedom was taken away.  
I was locked in a cell and utterly dependent on someone else to open the door.  I vowed I would 
never again do anything that would cause me to be imprisoned, or cause embarrassment 
(Branson, 1998, p. 99). 

In obtaining finance, Branson (1998, p. 25) found it difficult to comply: 

We listed the Virgin Group on the stock exchange.  I was extremely reluctant to follow British 
tradition and pay out a large dividend.  I preferred the American and Japanese tradition where a 
company concentrates on reinvesting its profits to build itself and increase share value (Branson, 
1998, p.255). 

In business, he does not let mainstream views affect his thinking.  Uncertain times are often best for 

setting up new enterprises – talented employees are primed to try new ideas and suppliers are willing to 

cut prices to bring in new clients.  “The secret”, he says “is to stand out by improving people’s lives 

(Branson, 2012, p.273). 

Branson has managed to be adaptable and to move fast when he had to, e.g. in buying an airline.  As 

espoused by Maslow (1970a), this quality is in keeping with the quality of autonomy and independence: 
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Sometimes it’s a good idea to have ideas on the back burner and wait for the developments to 
come around, as I did with Virgin Galactic, and then pounce on them as quickly as possible. Keep 
things simple (Branson, 2007b, p. 287). 

7.4.2   Transcendence 

My next great challenge is a challenge for us all.  That is, raising awareness to help ensure we 
leave our planet in the best possible shape not just for our children but also our children’s children 
(Branson, 2012, p.71). 

Maslow (1970b) asserted that it is impossible to reach transcendence as a child, who does not have the 

pre-requisite life experience and wisdom.  A child necessarily progresses through the satisfaction of their 

own needs as defined as deficient.  It is only with these being satiated on an ongoing basis that the person 

can progress to self-actualisation and reach the pinnacle of optimality, transcendence. 

   During childhood Branson was taught to focus on the needs of others, during adolescence he 

was ego-driven and selfish, a common trait of this period of development.  His own needs were 

paramount. During early adulthood he began focusing more on the needs of others, whilst also on his 

own needs for survival and ego-strength.   

   At around forty, Branson had a pivotal experience which seems to have punctuated a turnabout 

for him.  He had satisfied his needs to the point of becoming all that he could become as an individual; to 

have satisfied the characteristics, at least to some degree, of self-actualisation.  He had made more than 

enough money, travelled the world, participated in life-edge adventures, met princes and paupers, learnt 

a plethora from others and built an empire.  Despite being integrated at ego level, Branson describes 

feeling at an all-time low: 

I sat down and looked back on my life.  I believe we should all assess our lives from time to time.  
Have we reached our goals? Are there things we can weed out that we don’t need? Bad habits 
or lazy ways that hold us back and clutter our minds. I asked myself if I should do something new 
if I should have a complete change.  I had never been a big reader, but I had started to read some 
quite solid biographies and to my surprise found them absorbing.  My life was so hectic the idea 
of having more time to read was quite appealing.  One day, I said to Joan, “I think I might go to 
college and do a degree in history”.  ‘You just want to chase pretty girls’ was her blunt reply 
(Branson, 2007b, p.178) 

He wondered if she was right: he might be going through a midlife crisis: 

So, instead of thinking what I could do for myself, I wondered if I could do more for others.  I 
thought I might look into politics.  I could use my business skills to do some good on major issues, 
such as fighting cigarette companies.  I could find a cure for cancer, look into health care, or help 
homeless people.  There were many things I could do that would make me feel useful.  I have 
gone on to follow this path the rest of my life (Branson, 200b7, p.179). 

Transcended people become guided from within; they rely on their inner voices to develop values and 

rules for living (Frick, 1989; Maslow, 1968).    Despite Branson’s being intuitive and mostly independent 

of culture and environment, he began to transit from an over-accentuation on personal success and ego, 

to viewing the world and his purpose in it on a more global scale.  He began joining the world community 
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in a transcended sense, identifying with a number of causes far greater than himself.  This global 

community focus is illustrated through a number of significant projects, and continues to do on a planetary 

scale.  The first such experience occurred in 1990: 

In 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait.  Whilst contemplating my future and feeling lost, I heard on the news 
that 150 000 refugees had crossed into Jordan.  I was friends with King Hussein and Queen Noor 
of Jordan and during the crisis called them to offer assistance.  Queen Noor asked for blankets 
as the desert was very hot during the day and extremely cold at night.  The blankets could be 
rigged up to give shade during the day and keep people warm at night.  A few children had already 
died.  The situation was urgent as hundreds were at risk of dying within the next days (Branson, 
2007b, p.182).   

He had blankets, tons of rice and medical supplies flown to Jordan.  British refugees were sent to Britain 

on the return flight.  Saddam Hussein trusted King Hussein to help broker a solution.  Branson requested 

foreigners be released from Iraq and, as compensation, he would fly in medical supplies.     

After the exchange, Branson flew with former Prime Minister Edward Heath at the behest of Saddam 

Hussein.  After the successful mission, Branson diarised: 

What are the motives for doing such things? A month ago, I was at an all-time low.  I seemed to 
have run out of a purpose in my life.  I’d proved myself in many areas.  I’d just turned forty.  I was 
seeking a new challenge (Branson, 2007b, p.185). 

The Elders was set up as a result of the Iraq conflict. Branson and Peter Gabriel believed the world needed 

a group of wise leaders to look up to – men and women who are beyond ego, who can look past their 

borders and take on global issues.  The concept emanates from Africa, where villagers look up to the 

elders, the moral voice of the community.  The group of eminent global leaders was initially brought 

together by Nelson Mandela.  They aim to offer, free of charge, their collective influence and experience 

to support peace building, help address major causes of human suffering and promote the shared interest 

of humanity. 

   Before the Iraq war, Branson was involved in attempting to avert the conflict.  He believed the 

only way it could be stopped would be for an elder of great stature to persuade Saddam Hussein to step 

down and live elsewhere, in Libya or Saudi Arabia – in the same way Idi Amin (the late Ugandan dictator 

and president) has been persuaded to move.  Branson hoped the maiming and killing of thousands and 

all the misery, could be avoided.  Nelson Mandela was the obvious elder for the task, since he’d already 

spoken out against the war.  Branson spoke with Nelson Mandela, who agreed to see Saddam if Kofi 

Annan (the former secretary-general to the United Nations) accompanied him and if, the then South 

African President Thabo Mbeki gave his blessing.  A week later, both agreed, but that same week, the 

bombing began.  Unfortunately, “the conversation between Hussein and Mandela never took place” 

(Branson, 200b7, p.214).  This was a disappointment, but as Branson does not live his life with the attitude 

of ‘if only’, he tried to think positively about the future.  The important lesson, he told Oprah Winfrey (2007), 

is “that we have got do everything we can to prevent other wars”. 
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   The Elders was set up to try to arbitrate in conflict situations worldwide, not just in Iraq. For 

example, the war between Algeria supported the Polisaro Front and Morocco over the Western Sahara. 

Another major conflict in which The Elders became involved is the ongoing Israel/Palestine war.  Branson 

asserts that there are smaller conflicts that aren’t even on the world’s radar screen; most of the world has 

no idea that Ethiopia invaded Somalia a (few years ago).  It made sense for The Elders to sit down with 

both sides and see whether leaders could come to an understanding.  His hope is for The Elders still to 

be around in a thousand years: 

I want to see the group build credibility in the world.  I’d also like them to address other major 
issues, like global warming, dwindling fish stocks, and the horror of unnecessary disease.  For 
instance, AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) should never have gotten out of control 
in Africa; it’s unforgivable that the world community allowed it to get out of hand.  If The Elders 
had existed from the outset of the epidemic they would have alerted the world to the issue, and if 
a particular president was denying that AIDS was related to HIV and that it was becoming a crisis, 
they would have had a quiet word with him or her.  By moving quickly, The Elders would be able 
to caution the world, and then get the resources to deal with a problem whilst in its infancy 
(Branson, 2007a, p. 39). 

The group envisioned themselves to be similar to traditional community elders, helping to share their 

wisdom, tackle challenging issues and ensure conflicts are resolved peacefully.  Virgin Unite, the 

philanthropic and social responsibility arm of his business, plays a role in bringing together this inspiring 

group of elders and partners to incubate ideas and provide funding to support their vital work.  Over the 

past years, The Elders have tackled tough issues like child marriage and helped to resolve conflicts in 

places like the Korean peninsula, North and South Sudan, Cyprus.  Branson reports feeling proud to work 

with an inspiring group and excited that their impact continues to grow. 

   Another issue, apart from conflict, involves global climate change, as well as employee welfare 

at a macro level.  Together with other leaders, Branson has come to accept the changes needed are 

those of attitude and the way business is conducted: 

We are in the new millennium and old ideas that industry is king and the devil take most are 
changing.  With huge leaps in science and our understanding of the way the earth and the 
universe work, we have come to realise everything is linked; nothing stands alone or acts on its 
own.  That for every act there is a consequence (Branson, 200b7, p. ix). 

Branson remarked, in an interview (Peter Crush, 2010) that:  

The next big leadership issue is the bigger social problems the world community faces. I think 
every business needs a leader that does not forget the massive impact business can have on the 
world.  All business leaders should be thinking of how they can be a force for good. 

In an interview with Isabella Kumar (January 2014), Branson argued that the responsibility for earning a 

lot of money is to give back to society and to assist in solving greater problems.  He believes in capitalism, 

but gives back at least half of his wealth to the greater good.  To this end, instead of Virgin profit being for 

his own benefit, “Money can be used for good (Branson, 2007a, p.178).   



190 

 

  

Branson is involved in issues surrounding the survival of the earth.  In an interview with Oprah Winfrey 

(Branson, 2007a): 

Global warming could snuff out humankind.  It’s an invisible war that could ultimately destroy life 
itself and we need politicians and businesspeople to get together and treat it as a third world war.  
If we can’t get our governments to wake up and do something about it, then I’m not hopeful. 

His concern is that only when a major catastrophe looms will the necessary international cooperation, 

awareness and solidarity be forthcoming: 

There is some hope in such a strategy, but it entails high risks.  By the time we get to the brink, 
the momentum and systemic inertia which took us there may well be too strong to reverse 
(Branson, 2007a, p. 125). 

A significant portion of his time is now spent on the environment and driving change, as well as being 

hands on, when time allows, with charities to help the disadvantaged, through Virgin Unite.  Whilst he is 

involved in several projects in the United Kingdom, he asserts that some parts of the world are more 

disadvantaged than others.  Most of his work is in South Africa, where he hopes to continue to make a 

difference (Branson, 2007b, p.187). Branson found some of his staff to be HIV-positive but didn’t have 

anywhere to get anti-retroviral drugs. He donated enough of these drugs to Lesotho for 100 000 people.  

To help conquer prejudice associated with the virus, he and his wife Joan were publically tested.   

   Al Gore showed Branson the causes and long term consequences of global warming.  According 

to Branson (2007a), Al’s poignant and elegant reduction of these issues struck a chord with Branson as 

an interested non-expert.  Branson also read Tim Flannery’s book, The Weather Makers which also had 

a pronounced effect on him.  As a big buyer of fuel for his transport businesses, Branson became acutely 

aware of the damage that oil and its greenhouse gas emissions have on the environment and the climate 

system in particular.  At Virgin Branson began investing profits from the transport businesses into the 

research and development of sustainable fuels and other sources of renewable energy.  Subsequently, 

the Virgin Green Fund was set up to invest in these endeavours and the hope is that some of these 

companies will help reduce Virgin’s global impact.  He admits there is still some way to go in the 

development of renewable jet fuels that can be sustainably deployed at a meaningful scale, but the airlines 

are working on bringing other airlines, the aircraft manufacturers, engine makers and the big fuel 

companies behind the effort: 

It will take a concerted effort by all to make this happen.  In terms of greater threats to our ecology, 
it’s important that the amount of protected areas on land and at sea is increased, and cleaner 
ways of using energy or producing food and fibres that don’t have the same impact on our natural 
resources, is rewarded (Branson, 2012a).).   

Branson has been challenged to close down his transport businesses: 

It is not just about having green credentials.  I have made a firm commitment that this is going to 
be an industrial strategy for Virgin in the twenty first century.  When asked why he doesn’t stop 
flying planes, he says it doesn’t make sense in these times.  People want to fly and somebody 
else would just fill the gap and may have no sense of responsibility.  We want to be the people 
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who fly, but in a responsible way.  One of these ways is to try to find an entirely new low carbon 
fuel for aviation, but we are a long way off (Branson, 2007a, p.73) 

The main concentration of Virgin’s effort and investment is now on searching for fuels for the future; on 

finding a new fuel for aviation and the best and most efficient fuel for ground transport.  This new fuel has 

not yet been invented, and money and profit are not the issue.  With global warming a real issue, it is now 

up to those in air travel, to make the linkages to allow the airport authority to work in tandem with the 

airlines to reduce emissions and fuel used.   

   The quality of transcendence is further illustrated in Branson’s passion for and involvement in 

various environmental projects in Africa, which he views as extremely vulnerable to global warming. 

Branson is concerned as Africa bears the brunt of many careless activities, but Africans themselves can 

play their part, such as replacing paraffin with biofuel, which is safer and cleaner.     

   He admits to needing the help of others, and to this end, Virgin is involved in various projects to 

assist to reduce its carbon footprint on the world, arguing that the business world has to assist financially 

(Branson, 2012): 

The Amazon rainforest has been described as ‘the lungs of our planet’ because it continuously 
recycles carbon dioxide into oxygen – more than twenty percent of the world’s oxygen is produced 
there.  When the trees are gone, places like Brazil will be deserts, less oxygen will be produced 
and the carbon dioxide currently trapped in the soil will be released into the atmosphere. So, as 
much as the global warming issue is a whole world issue, Branson asserts that if each of us 
makes a small change to the way we live, it will be like huge tidal wave (Branson, 2012, p. 93). 

Virgin Galactic is Branson’s latest project which aims to be a tourism project, but also to use fossil fuels.  

He asserts galactic travel will not simply be a tourism vehicle: 

I believe it is an important development of manned space flight, the science of space and the 
planet, are crucial in capturing peoples imagination and developing understanding of our planet’s 
relationship within our solar system for many thousands of people and through their eyes many 
millions more.  Not only will we be able to establish shorter journey times but would also have 
significant environmental benefits as we won’t be pumping fossil fuel into the stratosphere but 
travelling outside the earth’s atmosphere in a more sustainable way.  At present we have many 
space tourists signed up for future flights; we are at the stage of testing the rocked and would 
hope to be testing rocket powered flight by the end for the year and running commercial flight in 
eighteen months or so (Branson, 2012a, p.38). 

Virgin Oceanic is another project that illustrates Branson’s global commitment.  The project involves a 

submarine being developed which is capable of withstanding extreme pressures, to explore parts of the 

sea that no one has ever been to.  By exploring the oceans, humans can learn a lot, perhaps discover 

new species and better understand the make-up of the deeper ocean.  This project stems from Branson’s 

interest in finding ways to protect and to preserve earth – “we must understand how our actions affect the 

oceans and how we can protect them” (Branson, 2012a). 

7.5   Imperfections 
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   Maslow (1970a) indicated that, as humans, despite optimal development, we are all flawed, albeit 

those who are sui generis derive this from a healthy source versus any pathology. Branson is not without 

flaws.  In his early twenties, he stole from the British tax department: 

One of the best lessons I learned was when I did something illegal.  I got caught and I paid for it.  
At the time, I thought I was being a bit of a longhaired pirate.  It even seemed a game.  I thought 
I was being bold – but I was also being foolish.  Some risks just aren’t worth it (Branson, 2007, p. 
17). 

Branson learnt that his reputation was vital and, if lost, could not easily be recovered.  After being jailed, 

he decided never to do anything that might lead him to not being able to sleep at night.  An incident 

illustrating a coldness of attitude occurred when Branson was running Student magazine, with his best 

friend, Nik, in which Branson manipulated the situation to get his friend to leave the business. Another 

imperfection was the dishonesty with which Branson got advertisers to contribute money to Student, as 

well as getting the telephone operator to connect him to people without paying.  He would also “pretend 

to be older than sixteen years when he spoke to potential benefactors on the other side of the telephone” 

(Bower, 2008, p.12).  Another imperfection is noted when his wife, Joan, was about to give birth to Clare, 

their first daughter born out of wedlock.  Branson was away on business and arrived after the birth.  He 

did not learn from the situation, and when his second child, Holly was born, Branson was on one of his 

hot air ballooning world record attempts.  These examples indicate that Branson, especially during his 

early adulthood, put his own needs first. 

   In December 1997 (Bower, 2008, p. 269) Branson was adamant that the biggest balloon be 

inflated, saying he would take responsibility, even after the world renowned balloonist, Per Lindstradt, 

warned him against doing so.  Branson (cited in Bower, 2008, p. 276), was infuriated as an unexpected 

gust of wind snapped the sixteen anchor ropes.  Bower asserts that Branson was angry as it was, for him, 

a marketing stunt to which he had invited selected journalists and a television crew to witness his signing 

yet another last will before he was driven to take off in the balloon over Morocco.  Bower (2008) argues 

that Branson’s outburst was unexceptional. He alleges that Branson had camouflaged his ferocious 

temperament from the public and from nearly all his employees for thirty years: 

His pursuit of money and power was not equated with the crude ambition of his rivals.  All manner 
of mistakes, misrepresentations and bouts of erratic management has been marginalised or 
defused by his performance and his genteel background. 

The self-actualiser has disappointments (Maslow, 1970b), and in short, Branson has lied, cheated in 

school, stolen and used others’ talents to get his needs met.  Like the rest of us, he is flawed.  

In concluding this chapter, the researcher thought it pertinent to mention the risk factors endemic in 

persons with dyslexia in the manifestation of low self-esteem.  The reasoning is that the reader take 

cognisance of the assertions in this regard as contributing to the so-called imperfections of Branson and 

the possible impact on him, as well as his finding compensatory behaviours to alleviate these challenges. 
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There is no doubt that school life comprises a significant portion of a child's life. Being dyslexic, 

however, creates vulnerability to fail almost every part a school is designed for. Firstly, there is failure in 

academic performance. Failure in the primary problems for dyslexics, being learning to read, write and 

spell, and failing to perform at a required level, inevitably leads to failure in school. It can also be a public 

embarrassment as school students are often required to read aloud, write on a board and react according 

to written or verbal instructions in the class. They are deemed to receive low marks in tests or 

examinations when their literacy skills are assessed. Miles (1993) mentioned some more difficulties faced 

by dyslexics at school including their forgetfulness, poor organization skills and for some of them having 

difficulties in mathematics. These factors contribute to feelings of inferiority when compared to their peers 

and are incapable of meeting the basic expectation people have for them. If they came across teachers 

who failed to consider their special needs, it is not uncommon for them to experience humiliation 

(Edwards 1994; Eaude1999), neglect and shame.  With respect to Branson, it became abundantly clear 

that he struggled with overall basic schooling requirements, creating a cycle of failure, disappointment 

and punishment from his teachers.  This, the researcher believes, led him to find solace in sport, where 

he could be successful and receive recognition.   

Secondly, research has shown that dyslexic students most often fail to make friends in school. 

Poor academic performance can only serve as one of the reasons for the unsatisfactory peer relationship. 

In some studies, students with mild disabilities like dyslexia were found to have less peer acceptance 

(Ochoa & Olivarez, 1995; Swanson & Malone, 1992) compared to students with more severe disabilities 

within an inclusive setting( Evans et al, 1992). Cook and Semmel (1999) linked these findings to a model 

of differential expectation which explained the behavior. According to the model, students who have 

severe disabilities were expected to violate the modal standards because of their obvious differences. In 

contrast, students who has mild disabilities were not seen to be significantly different from the norm and 

so they are expected to attain to a certain level of expectations. Therefore, when students with mild 

disabilities fail to attain the expectation people have for them, they are more likely to be rejected as they 

failed to meet the standard of others think they should attain (Cook, 2001). These unexpected difficulties 

are equally puzzling for dyslexic themselves. Sociologist Erving Goffman (1968) described dyslexic as 

being marginalized. They may be seen as stupid or lazy, performing poorly in academics; their 

clumsiness and poor social skills may also lead them to be seen at odds in the eyes of their peers. In 

worst cases, dyslexics may also be bullied. Children with special needs are generally more prone to be 

bullied, to have few friends and to be rejected (O'Moore and Hillery, 1992; Marlew and Hodson, 1991). 

The risk factors available have made dyslexics extremely vulnerable to a low self-esteem 

development. A large body of researches have linked dyslexics with a lower level of self-esteem (Riddick, 

1995, 1996; Humphrey and Mullins, 2002a). Gjessing and Karlson (1989) carried a large scale study on 

Norwegian school children and found a lower level of self-esteem and lack of confidence in the dyslexic 
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subjects in contrast to other normal school children. Low self-esteem has also been linked to a poorer 

academic performance (Hawkins et al., 1992). Humphrey and Mullins (2002) proposed that there is a 

need for more grounded evidences from the psychological theories in investigating self-esteem in 

dyslexics. They examined the effect of self-esteem on their dyslexics' participants through exploring their 

attribution pattern, locus of control and learned helplessness. They found that dyslexics tend to attribute 

their successes and failures to uncontrollable factors and global rather than specific. They also added that 

'the parallels between learned helplessness and children with reading difficulties are striking' (Humphrey 

& Mullins, 2002, p.197) with learned helplessness being a state where an individual experienced too 

many failures and they refused to put any more effort as a failure outcome is expected (Joiner and 

Wager, 1995). In addition, Butkowsky and Willows (1980) have found different attribution styles between 

poor and good readers, with the former being more likely to attribute successes to luck and have a low 

expectation of doing well. Humphrey and Mullins concluded that dyslexia has a profound demonstrative 

negative effect on the self-esteem development of an individual. 

Further, it is noted that good peer relationships are very important for children. Having a good 

peer relationship in childhood was found to have a positive effect on social, behavioral and cognitive 

development in later life (Woodward and Ferguson, 2000). However, dyslexic children do not have good 

peer relationships in general and are at risk of being victimized by having bad academic performance, 

language difficulties and poor social skills (Coie & Cillessen, 1993; Hugh-Jones & Smith, 1999; Roberts & 

Zubrick, 1992). Toner and Munro (1996) found that individual who has been rejected in adolescence tend 

to believe this in the long term, expecting future rejections. Connell and Wellborn (1991) and Skinner, 

Connell, and Wellborn (1990) proposed that whether an adolescent is rejected or accepted will have an 

effect on their self-concept and/or competence. It will then affect their engagement in class and possibly 

their academic achievement. Studies denoted that there are roughly 10% of students being bullied in 

school (Olweus, 1995; Smith, Shu, & Madsen, 2001). Nonetheless, the rate of children with learning 

disabilities being bullied was up to 83% (Kaukiainen et al., 2002; Savage, 2005). This high percentage is 

debatable, however, as percentages vary between studies and dependent on whether dyslexics were 

tested in a segregated unit or a mainstream setting. Ultimately, however, it is agreed that dyslexics are 

more prone to be bullied than the general population. Reviews have shown that children who were bullied 

have significantly lower level of global self-worth compared to children who were not bullied (Neary and 

Joseph, 1994; Rigby, 2002). Therefore, dyslexics are at an extra risk of suffering from a low self-esteem. 

In applying the above study results to Branson’s life, it is evident that he has been affected both 

academically and in terms of peer relationships by the dyslexia, and let us not forget his short-sightedness, 

the latter only being diagnosed well into his primary school years.  In terms of friendships, Branson has 

never enjoyed popularity amongst his peers and gravitated toward one or two friends at a time, all of 

whom there seemed to be reciprocity.  If we look at his first friendship with Nik Powell, Branson was 
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extremely competitive with him, and would go to Nik’s house to get luxury foods.  In business, Nik was 

brought in to sort out the finances, which, due to his struggles with numbers, compensated for this by 

employing Nik.  In his adolescent years, Branson became friends with Jonny Gems, who had a talent with 

which Branson was struggling; reading and writing.  So Branson would draw on others’ expertise to get 

by in the world, and the researcher would go so far as to assert, even to survive in the world.     

7.6   Conclusion 

   This chapter has set out to marry Maslow’s (1970b) theory of optimal development with the life of 

Richard Branson, in accordance with the theoretical concepts outlined by Maslow.  The following chapter 

sets out the findings and discussion of Branson’s life in respect of Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual 

psychology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



196 

 

  

CHAPTER 8 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: THE INDIVIDUAL PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT OF BRANSON 

8.1 Chapter Preview 

This chapter has two aims.  The first is to present the data derived from a deeper exploration of Branson’s 

life.  Every attempt has been made to draw on two types of data from multiple sources.  As mentioned in 

Chapter 5, they are autobiographical and biographical. It was not possible to obtain data from both across 

all phases: childhood, adolescence and adulthood.  For example, there are richer descriptions of Branson’s 

childhood and adulthood, but a dearth relating to his adolescent years.  For the sake of brevity, the 

researcher has not regurgitated the plethora of information found in Chapter 7 in respect of pairing 

Branson’s life with Individual Psychology.  The researcher has utilized as much information as possible 

from the data to form a substantial body of useful information.  The reader will therefore find this chapter 

considerably less bulky and more inferential. 

8.2 Conceptual outline for the presentation and Discussion of Findings 

 The presentation and discussion of Branson’s personality development in this chapter follows a 

similar descriptive-dialogic approach utilised in Chapter 7.  Thus, the collection, extraction, analysis and 

presentation of salient biographical data in this chapter are conducted specifically within the context of 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) individual psychology (see Chapter 4).  As such, the research – for the purpose of this 

chapter – adopts a teleological orientation whereby the purposive nature of the individual’s total behaviour, 

guided towards a fictional final goal or self-ideal, is explained. 

Adler (1929, 1956) did not believe in studying the separate components of personality, but rather 

viewed the individual as an integrated and functional whole.  The researcher recognized the importance of 

this holistic view and therefore first presents an additional section that provides an initial perspective on 

Branson’s lifestyle.  This was utilized to construct a more narrative style of discussion that facilitated the 

dynamic interaction of the various aspects of the theory to illuminate Branson’s individual personality 

development. 

The components of Adlerian theory are presented as they relate to his childhood, adolescence and 

adulthood.  However, it was decided to integrate the life periods in terms of each concept to create a less 

disjointed thesis in respect of Adler’s theory. The structural components in the development of the lifestyle 

are discussed first as they illuminate the fictional goal and the line of striving.  Thereafter, the lifestyle is 

explored and discussed as it relates to the achievement of the proposed guiding fiction.  Attention is also 

paid to the five life tasks noted in Adlerian theory, namely: social, sexual, occupational, self-regulation and 

spiritual throughout Branson’s life thus far. 

8.3 Setting the scene 
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8.3.1 The view of the person 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual personality development was presented in a narrative and 

anecdotal style.  When Adler conducted counselling, he used their current difficulty and solutions to the 

tasks of life as a guide to evaluate their style of life.  The researcher proposes that Branson’s early childhood 

formed the foundation for setting the tasks of life.  His mother’s insistence on Branson assisting her in 

entrepreneurial endeavours and him bearing witness to her specific lifestyle influenced him.  This, together 

with his struggles at school due to dyslexia, created a movement toward finding a creative way to be 

accepted and gain a sense of usefulness. 

8.3.2 The tasks of Life 

Adler (1929, 1930, 1958; 1964) used his clients’ reactions to the life tasks to assess the unity of 

their movement towards a fictional goal. Branson’s reaction to the life tasks of work, love and community 

were embraced by Branson as he emulated those he witnessed in his family.  In respect of the additional 

tasks of self-regulation and the sexual task, Branson came to self-regulate as he grew into late 

adolescence.   

8.3.2.1 Occupational 

Adler (1958) held that the value of each occupation is individually determined and is valuable in its 

contribution to the whole of society.  In Branson’s life story, we observe the task of work has been a central 

theme in his life.  Branson has, from a young age, engaged in work toward his fictional goal.  Remarkable 

is the fact that he was able to creatively begin a business before the age of 10.  He and his friend Nik 

planted 200 Christmas trees with the intention of selling these a couple of years later when they had grown.  

He had pioneered this endeavour and though it was not a success, this did not deter him as he soon after 

began breeding birds for sale.  His work ethic continued and interestingly, Branson has since started over 

400 companies under the Virgin Group umbrella. 

Adler (1958) held that the value of each occupation is individually determined and is valuable in its 

contribution to the whole of society.  Branson’s work as a scholar was for his own benefit, but once he left 

school, his occupation was aimed at serving the larger youth community who, during the late 1960s and 

early 1970s were active in terms of rallying against all kinds of social issues including the Vietnamese War, 

the banning of marijuana and abortion amongst others.  According to Adler’s (1929) theory, Branson’s 

response to the task of work revealed his own deep sense of the meaning of life.  Branson’s view of work 

has progressed to being predominantly a function of his need, after becoming wealthy, of giving back to the 

wider global community.  As such, it includes aspects of contribution and co-operation and serves not only 

to sustain his personal superiority, but to serve social interest. 

8.3.2.2 Social 
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The social life task refers to the individual’s association with others either individually or in 

community, but excludes marital, sexual or familial commitment (Adler, 1958; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992).  

This task is solved through social interest and co-operation.  Adler (1929, 1958) noted that individuals who 

are not interested in their fellow man have the greatest difficulties in life and provide great injury to others. 

Branson’s childhood was indicative of a shy, reticent boy who was socially awkward.  But, as Adler 

(1929) proposed, this behaviour can be changed if family members work toward instilling different ways of 

behaving.  Branson’s mother was pivotal in his overcoming his inferiority feelings in respect of others, and 

with time, Branson has expanded his social interest to not only a few people (as in adolescence), but at a 

global level.  Adler (1958) stated that the highest degree of insanity is isolation and it displays a great 

distance from others.  As an antithesis, we can infer that the highest degree of sanity is inclusion and it 

displays a sense of community.  Branson has made a number of good friends and is good and kind to 

himself.  However, Branson’s interactions with others is not to gain from them or use them, but rather to 

work with them in a co-operative win-win scenario. 

8.3.2.3 Sexual 

The sexual task relates to the preservation of individual and common life – and includes love and 

marriage (Adler, 1958).  The sexual task, being intimacy, trust, self-disclosure, co-operation and long-term 

commitment (Witmer & Sweeney, 1992), emerged as a natural process of maturity and is most observable 

in Branson’s adulthood.  Branson co-operated with females which is congruent with facing this task.  In 

adulthood Branson included marriage and incorporates consideration toward his wife, which Adler (1958) 

viewed as part of the social feeling and success in courage and optimistic activity.  These latter attributes 

are also evident in good relationships with his family, in particular his mother.  Branson has continued, from 

childhood, to have a close relationship with his family. 

Branson’s social interest in the sexual task held what Adler (1930, 1958; 1964) considered an 

attitude of ‘what can I put into this relationship?”.  He was taught to act not only for his own interests, but in 

the interests of others.  Whilst in his youth he seemed to be experimenting, a natural progression, he was 

able to move toward a relationship of equality, caring and sharing. 

8.3.2.4   Self-regulation 

Self-regulation is the process through which the individual strives to co-ordinate a long-term pattern 

of goal directed behaviour to manage the tasks of life within the norms of society (Witmer & Sweeney, 

1992).    Adler (1930, 1964) noted that a private logic or schema of apperception is the individual’s personal 

beliefs that guide feelings and behaviours.  This subjective view of reality is erroneous and the discrepancy 

with objective reality results in inappropriate behaviour (Adler, 1958; Boeree, 2006, Corey, 2005). 

Taking into account the above paragraph, Branson gets along with, cares for, trusts and values 

himself to the extent where he experiences a sense of self-control and self-worth, which he has invested in 
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the ‘common good’ (Meunier, 1990; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992).  From the literature, it does not appear that 

Branson has tried to control others. 

8.3.2.5   Spirituality 

The life task of spirituality is fundamental to Adler’s view of man’s connection with all of humankind 

– and indeed, the cosmos (Adler, 1927, 1934).  The basis of the task is that the individual behaves within 

the realm of moral, legal and ethical codes that preserve the well-being of the individual and society (Mosak 

& Dreikurs, 1967; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992).  The individual’s social interest, in this task, can therefore be 

viewed as the individual’s viewing social contribution as the meaning of life. 

Each individual is confronted with the tasks related to himself within the universe (Mosak & 

Dreikurs, 1967; Gold & Mansager, 2000) and to contribute to the welfare of all humankind (Adler, 1927, 

1929, 1930, 1958, 1964).  Adler held the view that all of the life tasks are inherently linked and cannot be 

solved in isolation. 

I do not believe in God, but as I sat in the damaged capsule, hopelessly vulnerable to the slightest 
shift in weather or mechanical fault, I could not believe my eyes.  It was as if a spirit had entered 
the capsule and was helping us along.  This was a miracle (Branson, 1988, p. 332).  

Mosak & Dreikurs (1967) presented the fifth task “the spiritual or the search for meaning” (Baruth & 

Manning (1987).  They argued that questions of God, faith and meaning are important in psychology.  

Spirituality should be a task one engages in whether or not one believes in the existence of God.  Mosak 

& Dreikurs discussed five aspects of the spiritual life task: 

1. The person’s relationship to God includes an acceptance and description of a superior 

being.  Adler’s perception of God was the “concretization of the idea of perfection, the 

highest image of greatness and superiority (Adler, 1964, p. 275) 

2. The importance of one’s religion is reflected by his or her involvement in it 

3. The individual’s perceptions of his or her place in the universe 

4. The person’s belief about immortality and the existence of an afterlife, and 

5. What does the person perceive to be the meaning of life? 

To Adler, any meaning the individual places on life that causes movement in the direction of connecting 

with and caring for the welfare of others is considered a useful and worthwhile interpretation of the 

meaning of life (Johansen, 2010).   

8.3.3    The Unity of Personality 

Branson’s response to occupation shows an immersion in work, whilst providing economic security 

and connection with others.  His social interest highlights his ability to co-operate and contribute at a micro 

and macro level. 
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His creative way of working with his organ inferiority has led the researcher to conclude that 

Branson did not develop an inferiority complex, thus not allowing the deficit to become a psychological 

blockage.  Instead, he has engaged socially to compensate for his inferiorities, maintaining self-regulation 

in his behaviour.  His positive reactions are for the preservation of life and a valuing of others and himself.  

As such, it is concluded that Branson’s earliest development was successful, starting with the family 

environment which was nurturing and progressive.  

8.4 Branson’s Individual Personality Development 

8.4.1 Sense of Inferiority 

A child, by virtue of physicality, depends on his or her parents for care and nourishment.  Awareness 

of dependence on parents or caregivers is the first inferiority, which is deemed a natural inferiority (Adler, 

1929; Boeree, 2006; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  Adler viewed this natural inferiority as universal and positive.  

He argued that all human life is a striving, from a felt ‘minus’ to a felt ‘plus’ position, for independence and 

the power to be self-sufficient, and movement towards a sense of superiority or power over one’s life.  The 

child’s natural experience of inferiority should ideally be guided towards social interest through experiences 

of contribution of co-operation (Adler, 1929, 1930, 1958; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  From birth, then, each 

child acts “as if” he/she is attempting to answer the question, “How do I fit in?”  As such, the child’s family 

is the first social group to which he or she belongs.  In this context, the child begins to make numerous 

assumptions about who he/she is, how others are, how the world should be, and how the world will treat 

him or her.  The child’s ordinal position in the family also plays a role in developing this view of self and the 

world and has a significant impact on the child’s developing pattern of living, which aspect is dealt with 

herein. 

In this context, Branson was the first born to Ted and Eve Branson in 1950.  Branson was conceived 

out of wedlock, born after the couple married. In keeping with the nature of early life, Branson was 

dependent on his parents and experienced this dependence as the first striving toward superiority.  This 

basic tenet activates the development of the lifestyle through the interaction with the environment and 

constitutional attributes.  It is therefore within the early interactions with his parents that Branson began to 

develop a schema of apperception and style of life in terms of Adlerian theory (Adler, 1929, 1930, 1958; 

Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  As the first born, he seemed to enjoy special 

attention from his parents, particularly his mother, whom he later described as being the biggest inspiration 

in his life: “My mother has been my biggest inspiration”. (Branson, 2012, p. 43).  As a child, Eve describes 

“When I rode pillion on a motorbike, you could say I was a traffic-stopper — with one arm clamped round 

my husband and the other stretched out behind, towing our rather unusual cargo. The trick was to keep 

your arm straight. That way, I managed to drag our firstborn up and down hills in his pram.  Well, we didn’t 

have much money and it was an effective mode of baby transport, at least until our son Richard was two 

years old. Indeed, he thoroughly enjoyed those motorbike outings, looking round with interest at the passing 
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scenery” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 47).  Herein we see a glimpse of a close relationship between mother 

and first born son.  Conceived out of wedlock did not seem to be an issue for the Branson’s, as they married 

before he was born.   In terms of his parents relationship, a factor which Adler (1958) expressed as an 

important benchmark for a child’s resolution of later relationships, it can be deduced from the literature that 

each had a role; Branson’s mother was, in keeping with 1950s social mores, a housewife who kept a pretty 

home, cooked well and kept the home fires burning whilst Ted, her husband, went out to work and earn the 

money.  Eve, however, was from an extraordinary family, given the period in which she was raised.  In this 

is meant that, unlike the social norm, the females were entrepreneurial and broke the traditional roles by 

being adventurous and industrious.  Unlike most women of the day, she also worked, selling to shops her 

homemade goods, growing vegetables in the family garden, and paying her way, so to speak.  Branson 

described his mother ‘as always busy’ (2012). As asserted by Adler, the relationship between parents is 

important; the literature indicates his parents were happy: “I cannot remember a moment in my life when I 

have not felt the love of my family.  We were a family that would have killed for each other, and still are.  My 

parents adored each other, and in my childhood there was barely a cross word between them” (Branson, 

1998, p. 18). 

For the first three years of his life, Branson was the only child.  Adler (1930, 1958) emphasised that 

the individual’s psychological birth order is an important consideration in understanding the development 

of the life goals of a person.  For example, Adler (1930, 1958) noted that the oldest child enjoys a special 

place in the family, and termed the word ‘dethroned’, to describe what happens at the birth of a sibling, 

intimating the first child is treated like royalty.  This dethronement suggests he must share the attention of 

his mother and father with a rival.  This dethronement makes a great impression as it may be felt very 

deeply – and this deprivation can mould the entire style of life (Adler, 1958).  However, if the oldest child is 

prepared and trained to co-operate he may develop a sense of responsibility towards the younger child (or 

children).  If not prepared, he may fight against the change and possibly seek the father’s attention or find 

ways to be superior to the sibling.  In his struggle for attention (perhaps through acting out behaviours), and 

anathema to his sisters ‘good’ behaviour, Branson was instead sent to boarding school.  One must also 

take cognisance of the fact that Branson was born at a time of stress in the family – his father was not 

earning well as a novice attorney, the country was struggling to repair the damages experienced from World 

War II, and his mother was industriously trying to assist to put food on the table. 

During childhood, Branson’s natural sense of inferiority is made explicit in his autobiography (1998) 

and subsequent entrepreneurial books (2012, 2011; 2003).  Conceived out of wedlock in the 1950’s was 

against social mores and garnered criticism from the community.  Further, the data suggests Branson’s 

mother was the primary caregiver, and that his father was emotionally distant and physically absent.  

Branson remarks “My father would come home and go to his study as he had law cases to prepare for the 

following day”. (Bower, 2008, p. 35).  Male children look to their father’s for recognition and sense of 

identification in the world, and this behaviour of his father would have impacted Branson as he may have 
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introjected the sense of inferiority.  This sense was exacerbated by the fact that his father was, in Adler’s 

(1952) assertion, stronger physically and more competent in the world, and intellectual.  That Branson was 

still young would have contributed to his sense of being ‘less than’.  In disciplinary issues, Branson’s mother 

would threaten him if his behaviour was out of line.  Eve, in her autobiography (2013) asserted that “Ricky 

was different from his sisters – whilst they would sit quietly, he did not; he was always busy” (p. 23).  “I 

would threaten to smack him or let his father deal with him when he came home” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, 

p. 24).  However, when Ted came home, he would not beat Branson, but would disappear into his study, 

exhausted from work.  This may have been difficult for Branson, as he was deprived of the attention he 

sought, as a male, from his father.  The lack of adequate fathering was a significant factor in the life of 

Branson who identified more with his mother and in the long term, the female gender.  Interestingly, it can 

be concluded that Branson’s penchant for women later in life can be seen as emulating his father as a way 

of gaining recognition and the requisite attention. 

In the home situation the prevailing beliefs regarding the male gender would undoubtedly also have 

affected Branson.  The treatment of boys at the time was inextricably bound up with more general principles 

of child rearing within the particular industrial revolutionary times in England.  Males were expected to be 

strong, not to cry, having to live by the dictum ‘boys don’t cry’, and being beaten, sometimes to within an 

inch of their lives as society embraced at face value biblical teachings such as ‘Spare the rod and spoil the 

child’.  Children were expected to be little adults.  The limitations imposed on males in terms of emotional 

expression was a particular contributing factor in sustaining Branson’s sense of inferiority as his perception 

of his organic inferiorities were not understood by him and yet within the family milieu he was expected to 

behave within greater social norms. That is, he was treated ‘as if’ there were no deficiencies and his 

behaviour was seen as due to ill self-discipline. What also stands out in terms of inferiority, is the fact that 

Branson’s mother did not entertain so-called negative emotions.  This is borne out when she asserted “I 

didn’t want my son to grow up namby pamby” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 49). When Branson expressed 

any negative emotions, or if he was in pain, there seemed to be no sympathy or empathy from his mother:  

“I would drag him downstairs to sing and recite in front of guests.  If you can’t risk making a fool of yourself, 

there is little chance of achieving anything” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 33).  The Branson children were 

exposed to the realities of life, and “…. Treated as equals.  My parents encouraged us to have an opinion 

and rarely gave us advice unless we asked for it” (Branson, 1988, p. 22).   

In other ways, Branson was treated differently to his sisters who were seen as well behaved and 

quiet (Branson & Peppe, 2013), whilst Branson was often threatened with beatings.  As a young boy 

Branson stuttered, which is a symptom associated with dyslexia.  This challenge created increasing 

difficulties when he was feeling stressed.  His mother would force him to face his fears, and at the age of 

four, “made him get out of the car when he was being his usual active self, and find his way home” (Branson, 

2010, p. 83).  Her intention, according to Eve, was to help him toward independence.   
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At boarding school to which he was sent at the tender age of eight, there is evidence that he 

experienced a continuation of a sense of inferiority.  Several factors contributed to this.  One was the fact 

that he was beaten often for his inability to read and write, as for much of the twentieth century, dyslexia 

was not recognized as a legitimate learning difficulty.  Branson’s peers coped within the school 

requirements in terms of academic acumen, a factor leading to the realization that he was different from 

other males.  As mentioned early, Branson was not allowed to express emotions, especially negative 

feelings.  For example, on his first night at boarding school, when his distress at being sent to boarding 

school whilst his sisters were kept home, he cried to the extent that he vomited: “… lying on my bed, 

listening to the snoring’s and snuffling’s of the other boys in the dormitory, feeling utterly alone.  All I could 

feel was confusion and resentment towards my parents, and terrible fear of what lay ahead” (Branson, 

1998, p. 29).  Instead of receiving consoling and/or support and understanding, the matron at the hostel 

became aggravated and made him clean up his ‘vomit mess’ which was on his bedclothes.  On reporting 

the incident to his mother, he was not consoled, and left at the school to continue in a seemingly hostile 

environment. 

The literature offered evidence that Branson enjoyed a special relationship with his mother in the 

early years.  He would spend a lot of time with her at home.  His friendship with Nik Powell seems to indicate 

he found solace outside of the family environment, away from his sisters.  As the only male child, and an 

absent father, the researcher would argue that Branson found solace in someone of the same gender whom 

he could largely explore ‘boy’ experiences with.   His sense of inferiority is indicated in a poem he wrote: 

Ambition 

Walking along corridors 

With a block of concrete hovering over my head 

Made of ambition and responsibility 

It becomes larger and larger every day 

And more and more sinister 

Will it become gold? 

Or will it collapse and shatter upon me? 

Or will it rapidly diminish into the distance? (Branson & Peppe, 2013) 

One may infer from the above poem that Branson was struggling emotionally during this period, 

and was uncertain about his future.  He felt as if there was a ‘block of concrete’ hanging over his head and 

was insecure.  He was failing all his subjects at school and did not fit into the social milieu.  He became a 

loner.  However, as he was a keen and successful sportsperson, Branson began striving toward recognition 

and acceptance through this avenue.   

Sport, in the British private schooling system, is highly praised and those who are good at sports 

are often more popular than the nerds or academics.  During a short period during his early years, Branson 
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became sports captain for a number of different sports, and even won the best sportsperson prize in the 

school.  He seemed well on his way to achieving his life goal which, as a young child, was to be a 

sportsperson.  However, it is indeed unfortunate that Branson’s sporting prowess, as a manner in which he 

strived for superiority, and as compensation for his academic difficulties, was cut short whilst Branson was 

playing a soccer match and tore a ligament in his knee.  During the 1960s medical technology was not as 

advanced as it is now, and Branson was unable to play sport after the operation to repair his knee.  This 

exacerbated his sense of inferiority and he regressed to feeling rejected and weak.  This apperception was 

underlined by his mother who, instead of supporting him, dismissed his emotional outcry, telling him to “get 

out of bed”, and to remember his uncle who, despite being without limbs, was able to fly an aeroplane 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 57).   

Branson’s sense of inferiority was sharpened even more by his very poor school results.  His 

parents duly changed him to a different school, where there were no sports and forced him to focus on his 

studies.  Having been given glasses, his organic inferiority of short sightedness was assisted, but the 

dyslexia was still viewed as laziness and he was again beaten for ‘any minor misdemeanour’ (Branson, 

2012, p. 87).  This feeling of rejection persisted.   

Despite the inferiority feelings, it was during this period of his life that Branson realised his 

psychological strength was to be found in concrete applications rather than theoretical concepts.  This 

realization can be seen as a way of overcoming the inferiorities in terms of Adler’s (1958) assertion that the 

individual finds an alternative organ to compensate for an inferiority, or develops an alternative 

compensatory pathway.  During his early adolescent years, as a response to poor schooling acumen, 

Branson followed in his mother’s footsteps by starting his first business venture.  He, together with his friend 

Nik, planted conifers to sell – which, trees were eaten by rabbits.  This event followed with killing the rabbits, 

an act Adler (1958) would find disturbing, given that he associated social interest as extending beyond 

humans, but to all living creatures. 

 Branson’s sense of inferiority has been suppressed during adulthood through his masking of any 

inferiorities – this is indicated through his almost histrionic behaviour exampled mainly in his business.  He 

has surrounded himself in business with those from whom he can learn, and strategically placed experts in 

positions for which he is inadequate.  He confessed to not understanding financial statements, for example, 

and to compensate, has had the ability to hire a team of accountants and financial strategists as advisors.  

As a child, Branson drew on the skills of his parents and in adolescence, of his friends: 

We have more than three hundred different companies.  I have to take time to find people who are 
more knowledgeable than I am, and then I have to accept that everything won’ go exactly the way 
it would if I were leading.  Sometimes things go a lot better (Interview with Oprah Winfrey, 2007). 

It is possible that Branson has suppressed his sense of inferiority to the extent that he is now 

confident, stating “I set my goals and stick to them.  I firmly believe success is more than luck.  You have 

to believe in yourself and make it happen – that way, others also believe in you” (Branson, 2007b, p. 57).  
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Branson has found ways to integrate his self into society through involving others in his life in a material 

manner.  Through the theme of standing out from the crowd, Branson has managed to become a worldwide 

brand name and intrinsically associated with his Virgin Group of companies 

8.4.2 Organ Inferiority 

Organ inferiorities refer to the physical or organic weaknesses people are either born with or 

acquire through illness or accidents.  Organ inferiorities are compensated for by either strengthening the 

weak organ, developing another organ to an extraordinary level, or adapting psychologically a 

supplementary skill or skills (Boeree, 2006b).  Griffith (1984) noted that the influence of organ weaknesses 

depends on the individual’s perception of that weakness and not the organ weakness per se. He noted that 

if the individual feels deprived and overburdened in trying to overcome the defect, he risks becoming self-

centred and egoistic in this pre-occupation.  However, Adler, (1929, 1930, 1958) did not believe that organ 

inferiorities compelled a mistaken style of life, but merely a creative compensation within the style of life.  

Individuals who do not hold goals based on reality do not exercise the time or the freedom to interest 

themselves in others.  Consequently, they grow up with a lesser degree of social feeling and the ability to 

co-operate (Adler, 1930, 1958; Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). 

Adler (1929, 1930; 1956) held that inferiority feelings could be centred on an organic deficiency, 

asserting that the mistaken meanings drawn from organic experiences were very important to the 

construction of a scheme of apperception.  He noted that if the individual feels deprived and overburdened 

in trying to overcome the defect, he risks becoming self-centred and egoistic in this pre-occupation.  

However, Adler (1929, 1930; 1958) did not believe that organ inferiorities compelled a mistaken style of life, 

but merely a creative compensation within the style of life.  Individuals who do not hold goals based on 

reality do not exercise the time or the freedom to interest themselves in others.  Consequently, they grow 

up with a lesser degree of social feeling and the ability to co-operate (Adler, 1930, 1958; Ansbacher & 

Ansbacher, 1956).   

In Branson’s case, this aspect is pertinent to Branson’s childhood.  He was born dyslexic and short 

sighted.  Unlike other children, he had to wear very thick spectacles and by the age of 8, was unable to 

read or write.  As a symptom of dyslexia, Branson also stuttered. The learning struggles led him to feel 

inferior to his peers, with poor school results resulting in regular beatings at boarding school.  Without a full 

understanding of why he was different, and a schooling system based on authoritarianism and corporal 

punishment, Branson was left confused about his inadequacies. 

Adler (1929, 1930; 1958) further noted that organ inferiorities must also be viewed in the child’s 

interaction with the parents, which leads from a discussion about constitutional attributes into that of the 

family environment.  The risk of a self-centred lifestyle is greatest when the individual is occupied with his 

own sensations and was not trained in co-operation with others.  In this training, Adler (1958) held that the 

mother is the most important figure to help train the child’s development away from itself to include the 
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father and other siblings.  Branson’s organic inferiorities in the form of dyslexia and short sightedness, led 

him, as per Adler’s (1958) assertion, to compensate for this by strengthening the weak organ or developing 

another organ to an extraordinary level.  He asserted “I hated to admit defeat, but no matter how hard I 

struggled, reading and writing were hard” (Branson, 2007, p. 61).  Branson no doubt compensated for 

dyslexia through sporting prowess and at a young age, before adolescence, became sporting captain at 

his school, and participating and winning medals in football, rugby and cricket.  He recalls his family’s pride 

in attending his school to witness his winning the medal for the best sportsperson. 

8.4.3 Birth Order 

They may learn the concept of power at a young age, and this may be expressed in a desire to 

help, protect and lead others.  The firstborn may also have a need to regain praise from parents that they 

received before their siblings were born.  Due to these dynamics, Adler (1964) asserted that the first born 

may come to feel unloved through the perceived loss of mother’s love to the new baby.  Adler (1964) 

referred to this as being “dethroned” by the younger sibling.  The fear of losing the top position may make 

them more risk averse, and thus less likely to embark on a new venture. 

8.4.4 Striving for Superiority  

Adler (1927, 1929, 1930, 1958; 1982) argued that individual psychology was based on the law of 

movement.  He argued that the unity of the individual’s psyche was based on a teleological striving for 

superiority wherein all behaviours would be purposive towards a fictional goal. Therefore, once the 

individual’s lifestyle is set – by the age of four or five – based on a private logic and a guiding fictional goal, 

the individual would act as if that goal were attainable through creative compensation. 

The construction of the lifestyle is dependent on the individual’s creative power.  Adler (1930, 1958) 

held that individuals had the power to perceive situations differently – and therefore considerations of birth 

order, organic inferiority and failures in the family environment provide subjective experiences within which 

to formulate a guiding fictional goal.  Indeed, Adler (1958) noted that heredity and the environment 

contribute to personality development, but that what the individual chooses to do with his experiences is 

more important. 

Branson spent his life striving to liberate himself from the sense of inferiority that arose from his 

feelings of inferiority associated with organ deficits, high expectations in society of male children, as well 

as the natural constraints of his childhood.  It makes sense, in terms of both Adlerian theory (e.g., Adler, 

1956) and the general pattern of his life that this striving should have begun in his childhood. 

It was mentioned earlier that one of the reasons Branson experienced a sense of inferiority in 

childhood was his organic difficulties.  The fact that he could not read or write led him to believe he was 

different from his peers (and presumably his siblings).  He also received a lot of negative attention due to 

his weaknesses.  In order to overcome this state, Branson’s self-ideal was unconsciously constructed 
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around the desire for a feeling of belonging without the possibility of rejection.  Taken further, Branson’s 

practical ability in terms of sports provided him with a sense of personal superiority and power in the context 

of Adlerian theory (Adler, 1958).  This brief respite, experienced through his practical ability in sport 

supported his goal of acceptance.  This is especially important as his choice of a useful lifestyle resulted in 

his ability to solve tasks of life through sport.  This led to co-operation and working with others to achieve 

his fictional goal of acceptance.  Once he lost this opportunity of recognition through sport, Branson began 

learning to utilise others’ expertise in reaching his own goals.  In keeping with Adler’s (1958) assertion 

regarding compensatory behaviours, Branson’s striving for superiority is evidenced in his starting business 

enterprises as a young child, unlike his peers, who were not involved in money-making endeavours.  It is 

the researcher’s opinion that even at an unconscious level, Branson began, at a young age, to compensate 

for his inferiorities, realizing that he had to find an alternative way to gain superiority.  Hence his early focus 

on more practical endeavours versus academia. 

As the fictional goal can never be attained, it signifies the individual is always in flux and always 

becoming (Adler, 1929, 1958). Adler (1929, 1930, 1958, 1964; 1982) held that once the private logic and 

fictional goal are set, the individual acts as if this goal were attainable.  Every expression is a compensatory 

movement towards overcoming, perfection, superiority and success (Adler, 1982) and shows its 

uniqueness and unity in the lifestyle.  Despite Branson’s unique compensatory movement towards his 

fictional goal being characterised by a move toward social interest and acceptance, Adler held there are no 

mistakes in the lifestyle but only mistakes in its development.  Branson’s creative compensations toward 

personal superiority in childhood, adolescence and adulthood progressed him ever increasingly toward 

personal superiority.  This yearning for acceptance through entrepreneurial activities was to become his 

modus operandi for the remainder of his life, with the private logic that he could reach his fictional goal thus. 

Freedom, as abstract an ideal as it is, appears to be another goal of Branson’s.  This was likely 

due to the difficulties he faced within the boarding school system and developed in him a hatred for the 

academic education environment.  The freedom the researcher refers to is a desire to free himself from 

dependence on others who had control over his life (due to his apperception), and may also refer to his 

desire to be free from the fears and anxieties associated with castigations for his behaviour within the family 

and in boarding school.  In his writings, Branson often makes a point of “academic education does not 

define a person”, and encourages his readers to take alternative routes toward success, citing himself as a 

prime example of someone who never completed school, but was able to be a worldwide success in terms 

of finances and freedom of choice.  His writings are known for their alternative and sometimes controversial 

recommendations to achieving success in the modern world, which notions are anathema to the more 

traditional methods espoused by academics or society at large, where university education is revered.  

Branson, then, as indicated, established a number of goals during childhood.  They include acceptance, 

power, freedom, control and recognition.  These goals were as a response to antonyms he experiences 

such as rejection, weakness, feeling powerless and not being recognised. 
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To counteract his sense of inferiority, Branson’s natural striving for superiority persisted.  He was 

without friends at his new school, and without the distraction of sports, could not compensate for his feelings 

of inferiority.  However, his creative-self found an alternative outlet to make up for his weaknesses, or 

perceived inadequacies.  It is extraordinary that, despite his not being able to read or write at school in the 

early years, Branson applied his mind to rote learning, even coming first in a writing competition at school 

(Branson, 2012).  It is surprising that he was able to develop his reading abilities through pure perseverance 

towards his life goals – those of acceptance, power and recognition.  This behaviour is in keeping with 

Adler’s (1958) assertion that we work at developing the inferior organ to gain a sense of adequacy. Branson 

befriended, in the researcher’s view, not mistakenly or accidently, a boy whom he met in the school library.  

The boy, Johnny Gems, had parents who were in the field of academics and particularly, writing.  Branson 

became fascinated by this, and Johnny was a compensation in terms of his wide ranging general 

knowledge.  Branson paired with Johnny and the two began putting together a magazine, which was to be 

in complete contrast to the prevailing ‘stuffy’ traditional school magazine.  In it they challenged the rules 

pervading in the school system, debating topics pertinent to schooling and education in general.  This 

platform led to criticisms and the headmaster of Stowe College offered for Branson to contribute to the 

existing magazine.  Branson’s striving for recognition, however, led him to reject this and to pursue his own 

ideas.  The researcher is left with a sense of Branson’s striving: that if one is able not to fit in socially, there 

are alternative ways to obtain recognition – through standing out.  It is evident that Branson was determined 

to stand out from the crowd.  Bower (2008, p.14) wrote: 

Some of Eve’s son’s contemporaries at Stowe were intolerant of his exceptional qualities.  The 

most critical lampooned “Greasy Branson” as a self-centred, big-head suffering oily, pimply skin 

with a smarmy manner toward teachers.  But the majority accurately surmised that Branson’s 

diffident charm was exceptional”. 

Branson’s sense of inferiority as a child and during adolescence drove him toward overcoming feelings of 

rejection, with self-soothing talk:   

…  And even as a teenager, believed it could be done and wanted to prove them wrong.  I’ve 

always been stubborn, and negativity from anyone strengthens my resolve and makes me more 

determined (Branson, 2007, p.7). 

Interestingly, the more he became known in the school environment, the worse his academics became.  

The theme of his life became more entrenched in terms of being known for activities outside of academia.  

In that he started an alternative school magazine Student – and spent time writing hundreds of letters to 

get business to advertise.   

 To reiterate Adler’s (1958) assertion regarding consequences of birth order, as a first born, Branson 

was usurped by the birth of his sister at the age of three, and then another born sister soon after.  His 

dethronement led to a striving toward being back ‘on the throne’ so to speak.  Branson’s desire to hold onto 
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his power and to gain the full attention of his mother and father may have unconsciously led him to 

constantly, from a young age, find ways to involve them in his life and to gain their approval.  Branson’s 

mother, Eve, comments in her autobiography (2013) how proud she was of her son and how happy he 

looked when the whole family turned out at his school to watch him receive the Victor Ludorum for his 

sporting achievements.  In respect of gaining his father’s approval, one may also infer that his father’s self-

confessed ‘obsession with women’ may have influenced Branson to emulate his behaviour in order to 

receive recognition from his father.  As an example, when Branson was expelled for being caught climbing 

out of the bedroom window of the headmaster’s daughter (who was a few years older that Branson) in the 

middle of the night, rather than castigating his son, Ted Branson simply commented that the girl ‘was pretty’.  

This reinforcement of Branson’s behaviour toward women, seemed to gain the recognition of his father and 

normalize his actions.  As indicated intermittently throughout this project, Branson has always had a 

penchant for women, to the extent that he has cross-dressed to attract attention. 

This section presents evidence for Branson’s attempts to achieve the goals which he set for himself 

during this period, or goals which had been established before and which were still important to him.  An 

indication of his continued striving to achieve those goals was the specific behaviours in which he was 

engaged.  Branson was desperate in his striving for perfection, freedom and acceptance during early 

adulthood, to the extent that he became involved in illegal activities to avoid taxation and make money.  

However, as an adult Branson realized that the acceptance he craved would come to nought if he did not 

conform in some aspects.  This led him to question his code of ethics, in 2007, admitting “your reputation 

is everything … don’t cheat – but aim to win … my motto is do not do something that makes you not sleep 

at night (2007b, p. 113).   

A remarkable attitude Branson possessed during adulthood is that his striving was so great that, 

despite intermittent failures at business, he would not give up.  He was wired to prove himself and to gain 

control of his self in terms of becoming independent.  In respect of his work, which in essence is symbolic 

of his self, Branson has always needed to be in charge – his striving has been toward leading, as if the 

dethronement he experienced as the eldest of three siblings, manifested itself in his continuing to prove he 

was worthy of being the centre of attention, both in his family and in wider society.  To the extent that 

Branson formed his own publishing company and all his books were self-published. 

In launching businesses, of which there are many, this would be done with a lot of fanfare, media 

and public attention.  Branson was poised to do what he needed in order to attain the attention he needed 

psychologically, and to disprove those in society who criticized him or saw him as a megalomaniac.  

Branson quipped “I was of a rare breed; most entrepreneurs don’t manage to survive that far or for that 

long.  You have to believe you can make it happen” (Branson, 2007, p. 477-478). 

Another indicator of Branson’s pursuance of superiority is articulated in his ability to ignore ‘others 

warnings and jeers’ (2012, p. 73).  The researcher is made aware that his subconscious desire to overcome 
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a sense of inferiority surpassed that of social interest during his adulthood.  The striving to accept his self 

and prove to himself he was worth, outweighed the desire to please others.  This theme has persisted 

throughout his life, and it is the researcher’s opinion that this stems from a childhood desire to please his 

parents as his primary experience of relatedness. 

Branson’s other means of striving for acceptance and reaching his life goals was through sporting 

prowess.  It is not by accident that, due to his knee injury during childhood and subsequent inability to play 

and compete in the sports he loved, i.e. running, cricket, soccer, Branson substituted this with other sports 

where he worked at superiority.  This is evidenced in his hot air ballooning escapades and sailing 

adventures where there was always an underlying drive toward being the best, to setting world records or 

breaking existing ones.  To the extent that Branson often put his life at risk to prove his worth.  All in all, 

there were five near-death experiences; “… they say a dying man reviews his life in the final seconds before 

his death.  In my case that was not true.  As we hurtled down towards becoming a fireball on the Atlas 

Mountains and I thought we were going to die, all I could think of was that, if I survived, I would never do 

this again “(Branson, 2007b, p. 84).   

The content of resources consulted regarding Branson’s life give a clear indication that he was not 

prepared for mediocrity, always striving toward superiority in both business and sporting adventures.  In 

respect to his family life, however, one is struck by his absence during the birth of both his children due to 

being on his own missions – for business and sport.  It appears that, during his young adulthood years 

Branson was still very much focused on his own sense of inferiority and involved in compensatory 

behaviours toward a sense of superiority.  This aspect also indicates he emulated his father’s behaviour in 

that his mother was always at home, taking care of the children, whilst his father was most often at work. 

8.4.5 Creative Power 

Adler (1958, 1982) described the creative power as an innate capacity for the whole person.  The 

child creatively interprets his environment and heredity and creates a unique schema of apperception 

through which events are perceived.  This scheme is how individuals orient themselves to the world and is 

a personalised sense of meaningfulness, significance and power (Adler, 1929, 1930).  The creative power 

directs the individual’s striving towards superiority and supplies it with a meaningful goal.  Based on the 

innate striving to succeed, environmental influences and the creative power, individuals establish a personal 

style of living that directs their thoughts, feelings and actions.  Branson’s personality has thus been 

determined by the meaning he has given his experiences.  As Adler (1929) asserted, in every expression 

there is a unity, Branson is at the centre of meaning as he was the creative participant who interpreted 

experiences through is creative power. 

8.4.6 Private Logic 
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In the construction of the private logic, fictional goal and lifestyle, Adler (1929, 1930; 1958) noted 

that a block of co-operation in an early experience could develop into an inferiority complex, which 

illuminates the mistaken view of life and moulds the compensatory path of movement that resounds through 

the lifestyle. 

Adler (1929, 1930; 1958) described private logic as the individual’s view of himself, the world and 

others.  He noted that this private logic was against common sense, which meant that the individual’s 

compensation towards this private meaning of success was self-centred and would not benefit society.  

Branson thus viewed all situations from this private logic or scheme of apperception and responded 

accordingly to compensate towards a goal of personal superiority.   

8.4.7 Life Goals 

Arising from the feeling of (natural) inferiority is the establishment of a self-ideal or goal.  The self-

ideal may be visible as a number of sub-goals, and are related to the three goals of life, being work, 

friendship and family.  The goal in this regard is subjective or fictional.  It helps to orient individuals in their 

phenomenal worlds (Adler, 1952, 1956, 1996a, 1996b).  By offering the possibility of success in the future, 

it helps to assuage the present sense of inferiority, which would otherwise be unbearable.  Adler (1929) 

noted that an individual’s final goal can be traced in fantasies and early recollections, but if “purposely 

sought it is rarely obtained” (p. 8).  The lifestyle, however, indicates clearly its origin in a striving for power 

and carries with it the ideal of a kind of perfection and infallibility.  One of Branson’s life goals, which Adler 

(1952) asserted was set by the age of four or five, is that of being recognised and accepted.  Branson’s 

yearning was, from a young age, to be the best, to be noticed, no matter what it took.   

This perceived and fictional goal was in reaction to feelings of inferiority and the goal assisted him 

to not being exposed to beatings and weakness, and also to being accepted.  Branson expressed this goal, 

albeit at an unconscious level, at a young age, by starting entrepreneurship activities, utilising Nik, who was 

his best friend, as an accomplice in attaining his goal.  One is also left wondering whether this goal was 

also connected to his relationship with his father, in that, if he could earn money (as did his mother), he 

would get positive attention from his father.  Branson’s earliest experience was of his mother being 

industrious and having rewards and his emulation of her behaviours may be associated with being 

recognised by her.  What stands out in the literature is the fact that ‘the family home was always busy – 

there were always people in and out of the home’ (Branson, 2012).  His mother was involved in a number 

of activities to earn money, including teaching English and ballet, and as Branson was weak in both of these 

endeavours, as well as physically weak as a child, his emulation of her business practices initially may have 

drawn favourable attention from her.  Whilst the theme of financial power, control and recognition may be 

flimsy during Branson’s early days, it will become more evident as he grows in fame and fortune.  Whilst 

the experience of having a busy household, busy mother and busy father motivated Branson toward this 
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life goal, he may have been ignored to some extent as he was growing, and his unconscious goal of being 

the centre of attention compensation for feeling ignored. 

It is the researcher’s view that Branson’s life goals’ embryonic phase was in keeping with his later 

achievements; that is, especially with regard to work.  From a work-oriented family, and Branson’s 

recollections of his early childhood, he unconsciously internalised the idea of business, the way he was to 

socialise, as well as goals regarding family.  This perception of his parents being strong, busy and 

successful, led him to desire to be strong, busy and successful, at which time he could take control of his 

own life and assist those disadvantaged by society (as did his mother).  His aspiration towards this 

corresponded with his desire for acceptance, and to thereby have a sense of belonging.  Freedom from the 

physiological constraints affecting his success at school was another important goal, which aspect emerged 

in late adolescence when he prematurely left school, which he experienced as hostile and confining.  Love, 

affection and approval constituted another goal which was important for Branson in the earliest years, which 

became highlighted further during adolescence and adulthood.  One way for Branson to deal with his sense 

of difference and rejection was to excel in sports, which assisted him to gain some recognition and 

acceptance, and therefore a sense of belonging. 

By his teenage years Branson was trying to creatively free himself from the dyslexia and all the 

negative side effects that came with the challenge.  His goal of recognition continued to play a major part 

in his life.  Branson expressed this goal through doing things differently to his peers.  Starting an alternative 

magazine as a teenager differed from the activities of his peers who were focused on their studies and 

sports in the school environment. 

That Branson was aware, from childhood, of the expectations on him by his gender, is clear.  His 

father went to work daily, worked hard, and his mother, being of female gender, had the role of taking care 

of the home and being productive in assisting her husband.  Branson, as a child, resisted his parents’ 

socializing, aware of his inadequacy (albeit subconscious), hiding behind his mother’s skirt, stuttering, 

struggling at school, and generally not fitting in anywhere.   

It seems that by adolescence, Branson’s childhood goals of strength, freedom and a longing to 

belong became linked in a distancing himself from his peers at school – through becoming attached to one 

male friend despite being in an all-male boarding establishment – and then to identifying with older girls as 

confidants.  Thus, females, as encouraged by his father, a self-confessed womanizer, and a non-

threatening male friend/s became Branson’s social outlets.  Interestingly, he chose Johnny Gems, an 

intellectual who seemed a loner, and who did not partake in sports.  This alignment enabled Branson to 

form a sense of belonging and strength through gleaning as much information as he could from his ‘highly 

intellectual friend with a great general knowledge’.  This aspect leads the researcher to infer that Branson 

was identifying with someone like his father (well groomed, non-conventional, intellectual male), after his 

disappointment of not being able to play sports.  As a promising sportsperson (his earlier life goal), Branson 
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changed to that of intellectual as an alternative.  This sparks the researcher’s interest in that she believes 

life goals fundamentally remain, but the manner in which we work towards fulfilment thereof may change.  

But that the striving continues.  According to First & Scott (1989), intellectual growth, as associated with 

independent work was for Branson a solution to feeling inadequate as a male.  That intellectual prowess 

was becoming increasingly important to Branson is indicated through his starting the magazine Student 

whilst still in school.  Despite being academically a failure, Bower (2008, p. 15) writes: 

To the bewildered admiration of his contemporaries, Richard regularly carried into the classroom 
stacks of correspondence relation to Student magazine.  He regaled his audience with the words 
addressed to him by writers, musicians, actors and politicians, including Harold Wilson, the Prime 
Minister, and Ted Heath, the leader of the Conservatives.  His success encouraged volunteers to 
write appeals for advertising and cajoling pleas to the famous for free articles.  His gift was his 
genial enthusiasm which disarmed those whom he approached for help.  Even sceptics were 
seduced to espouse his ambition after listening to his bold account of a return to Soho to interview 
prostitutes for a sensational article in the new magazine.  Soon, for the unusually worldly seventeen 
year old, Stowe had become insufferably parochial. 

Branson had internalized the idea that if he were to attain his life goals, he would need to stand out from 

the crowd, to offer something outside of the norm.  After having to give up sport, he found a new way to 

pioneer and attract attention. 

8.4.8 Style of Life 

Adler (1929, 1930; 1982) held that the individual develops a style of life in the first four or five years, 

after which the line of striving will be purposive towards a fictional goal.  Adler (1970), described the style 

of life as being established at an early age, and that it generally persists throughout life.  In this section 

reference is made to those aspects of the lifestyle for which there is evidence at this stage of his life, i.e. 

adolescence.  All those patterns that constituted the entire style of life are not yet fully visible, given the 

relative paucity of information for this period, but overall, will become more prominent and apparent in 

adulthood. 

Childhood is usually the period of a person’s life about which the least information is likely to be 

available (Runyan, 1988b).  However, in the case of Branson and because of his autobiography (1998), the 

researcher has managed to glean enough information to infer a style of life.  Interpretation is unavoidable, 

particularly where concepts such as the style of life is concerned.  Aspects of the style of life are presented 

below, and elaborated upon. Branson’s childhood, was, in the researcher’s opinion, normal, given the time 

in which he was born and the way in which children were raised at the time.  If he were born in the 21st 

century, there would have been major repercussions if he were beaten in school or his mother had allowed 

him, at the age of four, to walk the more than six kilometres home, finding his own way.  There is no doubt 

the Education Department of Britain would have stepped in, charging the school with abuse, and in the 

case of his mother, she would have been summoned to court and the National Health Services would have 

become involved to protect Branson from an abusive family.  At an extreme, the children may have been 

removed from the home and placed in a foster care or a place of safety. 
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It is the researcher’s opinion that Branson’s organic difficulties (dyslexia and short sightedness) led 

him to perceive himself as inferior and this formed a crucial part of his style of life; one of seeking attention 

in other ways.  Though not fully formed in early childhood, the seeds of a lifestyle incorporating usefulness 

is noted, as Branson sought out accomplices in school to assist him, and would make a friend to 

complement his inadequacies.  What is apparent, too, is the fact that, despite his shyness “Ricky would 

always hide behind my skirt when visitors came” (Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 26), his mother’s attitude 

assisted him to change his social interest.  Had it been left, the researcher would conclude he may have 

ended up developing a maladjusted inferiority complex and perhaps even pathology. Parents may 

ameliorate the difficulties associated with a particular position, and may foster co-operation rather than a 

competitive climate.  This can prevent the development of characteristics often associated with birth order 

positions (Stein & Edwards, 1998). 

One of the most significant features of Branson’s life during adolescence was that of searching and 

transitions.  As Branson was not able to find his sense of power and control in the classroom or on the 

sports field, he was searching for a sense of usefulness, belonging and control of his life.  This is suggested 

by Branson’s launching a magazine in competition to that of the school he was attending, and befriending 

Johnny, who could be a compatriot in helping him attain his new path.  As Branson became aware of his 

organic inferiorities, he diligently challenged himself through risking entering a writing competition (which 

he won) and trying to prove his worth.  He had come to realize he was not to fit into ‘average’ society in 

terms of his peers, and thus journeyed into writing and utilizing the skills of his friend Johnny to compensate 

for his own weaknesses.  Branson realized at this stage of his life that his strength lay in his charm and 

deference and he could get others to do his will through (albeit subliminal and perhaps even unconscious) 

manipulation. 

Branson spent his adolescence pursuing career aspirations of freedom from the limitations of 

conventions and compensating for his inadequacies.  He identified a sense of purpose through pioneering 

a magazine and leaving school.  The transition was embodied in leaving the formal schooling sector and 

moving with his friend, Johnny Gems, to London, despite his headmaster uttering the words “Branson, I 

predict you will either become a millionaire, or end up in prison” (Branson, 1988, p. 43).  To this end, and 

despite his father’s concerns at Branson leaving school prematurely, his parents conceded, recognizing 

that he would not qualify for university or succeed at law, his father’s initial wish for him.  Branson required 

his father’s approval and this is hinted at when his father, walking with Branson in the garden, acknowledged 

that he, too, had not wanted to study law, but had been forced to do so.  He then gave his son permission 

to pursue his own dreams and goals.  Overall, we witness a rebellion against tradition and all that it 

represented at the time for male children, which striving was beginning to be tempered by a desire to be 

helpful and useful in society.  This, the researcher asserts, is congruent with his mother’s striving, in that 

she assisted people to improve their English, ballet, and generally those who could draw on her expertise 
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Branson’s adulthood has been frenetic in terms of establishing businesses and starting new 

ventures.  This trend began as a young boy and has persisted throughout his life.  It seems the adolescent 

and adult years have been characterised by compulsive work, with financial success growing and Branson 

becoming more of a player on the world stage rather than only in the United Kingdom.  What is striking in 

adulthood is also the move toward a more philanthropic focus.  This era has also been marked by a creative 

means of being accepted and compensating for his inferiorities.  This is seen in Branson’s many television 

interviews, encouragement of budding entrepreneurs and over-dramatizing launching of new businesses.  

He has certainly gained the attention he sought and been able to take his place in society as a successful 

entrepreneur, an achievement lauded in western society. 

 Branson’s striving during adulthood has been goal directed, with a lot of energy spent in achieving 

his goals.  This is in keeping with Adler’s contention that the goal of superiority is the governing principle of 

mental life and that all psychological processes form a self-consistent organisation in the movement 

towards that goal (Adler, 1956, 1970, 1996a).  Branson’s striving has been in an organised sense, and his 

behaviour determined and driven.  His behaviour has been self-enhancing and established to assuage his 

sense of inferiority, boosting his self-esteem.  What is pertinent is that his behaviour has been cushioned 

and supported by a team of experts in areas in which he has felt inadequate.  This manner of achieving his 

goals has confirmed Adler’s assertion that we find creative ways to achieve goals and our striving continues 

throughout our life, with the blueprint established in childhood.  In order to achieve these goals, Branson 

has surrounded himself with those who have been able to boost his confidence and bolster his move toward 

his idea of success.  It is not surprising to the researcher that he has strived for greater financial success 

than his parents, as he had a need to prove his worthiness to them, and reclaim his position of power within 

the family structure.   

8.4.9    Schema of Apperception 

Branson’s unconscious view of himself during childhood was that of inferiority.  This can be inferred 

by a number of statements made in his autobiography and experiences he highlighted in most of the 

literature gleaned with regard to his life.  First of all, Branson did not fit within the male dominated 

environment into which he was born.  His father was a successful attorney who spent his days working and 

his evenings away from the family, in his study, preparing legal cases for the following day.  When Branson’s 

behaviour resulted in his mother threatening his father would beat him, this did not happen.  Branson would 

go into his father’s study and Ted would instruct Branson to clap his hands hard, six times, emulating a 

hiding.  In one sense this may have been humiliating for Branson as his father lied to his mother, and his 

action would also have meant that Ted did not make much physical contact with his son.   

On the contrary, Branson associated himself with his mother, spending his first eight years in her 

company and being shown, through modelling, what he should do i.e. entrepreneurship.  Branson hardly 

mentions his sisters in all the literature the researcher consulted.  This leaves her questioning their 
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relationship, with thoughts ‘as if’ they did not matter to him as he was so busy striving for recognition, or if 

he suppressed their presence as the thought of them in his life would have exacerbated his thoughts of 

inferiority. 

Attending an all-boys boarding school was frightening for the young Branson, who describes 

“feeling confusion and resentment towards my parents, and a terrible fear of what lay in store for me” 

(Branson, 1998, p. 29).  During the third term, Branson was called into the headmaster’s study as he had 

broken a rule and was duly beaten.  After this, the headmaster told Branson to thank him for being beaten, 

which comment Branson did not understand.  This reminds the researcher of the times he would enter his 

father’s study threatened with a beating and not have one.  Perhaps he was anticipating the headmaster 

would have treated him as did his father.  This dichotomy may have led Branson to not trust males as it can 

be seen that he has, throughout his life, surrounded himself with women and his closest relationships have 

been with females.  So the apperception developing is one of mistrust of schools and schooling, of males, 

a closer tie to females, and a scheme of apperception that he needed to excel at something if he were to 

be accepted and/or recognised in any way. 

Branson’s schema of apperception took root in his childhood in the sense that he was different from 

his peers at school, found it difficult to keep up with the standard of academic requirements, and could not 

cope in the schooling environment.  He was clearly a misfit and despite trying at both sport and rote learning 

academically, circumstances and dyslexia affected the outcome.  He was aware that his father had attended 

boarding school and had made a success of it – triggering Branson’s increased sense of alienation from 

males and the gender stereotyping of that period.  As he came to be more comfortable in female company 

– he spent his first three years with the full attention of his mother – Branson came to seek comfort and 

identity with females.  He is described as relatively good looking and so used his outward appearance to 

charm females from a young age.  This behaviour, encouraged by his father, created the apperception that 

he could have his ego stroked by females, a trend which continued throughout his life.  In business, he is 

often seen flaunting himself with females, or cross-dressing, perhaps even in Freudian terms, his Oedipus 

complex symptoms.  This would make for an interesting study, but will not be pursued in this project as it 

could form a thesis on its own. 

The schema of apperception refers to individuals’ perceptions of themselves and of the world.  It 

arises from children’s’ early experiences of the environment (Adler, 1952, 1956).  In the discouraged 

individual the schema of apperception is characterised by an exaggerated sense of inferiority, and by rigidity 

and an idiosyncratic logic which is at odds with reality (Adler, 1970; Orgler, 1963). 

Branson’s schema of apperception as a teenager persisted in terms of not fitting in, of feeling 

different from others.  As a result, he compensated by over-compensating his behaviours – the old adage 

of ‘bad attention is better than no attention’ seems to fit the scenario.  Branson’s apperception of his own 

inferiorities led him to an almost gung-ho attitude of surrendering to his instincts.  The apperception of not 
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being good enough as a male, resulted in behaviour that led him to identify more with his ego and pursuance 

of females.  In particular, Branson began exploring sexual relationships with the opposite sex.  His first 

relationship was with the headmaster’s daughter, to whose room he would creep at night.  He was caught 

and expelled.  However, he wrote a suicide note and gave it to a peer whom he knew would take it to a 

teacher.  The expulsion was overturned and Branson was surprised his parents supported him in his 

depressive state.    

 Despite the apperception of not fitting in, Branson held a strong sense of agency and 

determination.  This was indicated by his goals that were established during childhood of overcoming his 

inferiorities and striving for success through other means than academics.  Branson’s adolescent years are 

marked with examples of searching for belonging, being recognized, and gaining a sense of power and 

control over his self.  It seems the striving was to stand out regardless of the means to the end, and was 

willing to risk to reach his aims.  This apperception is underlined by his mother giving him explicit permission 

to take a risk, as noted in her comment to him of “you have to take a risk of making a fool of yourself” 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013, p. 58).  His penchant for taking risks led him to being dishonest through tax 

evasion.  This desire to succeed and be noticed was over-compensated for in that he became willing to 

break the law, to the disappointment of his parents.  His court appearance and subsequent jail time (albeit 

short), led him to make a promise to himself never again to do anything dishonest that would bring him or 

his family into disrepute. 

Branson’s apperception from childhood as an emerging pattern of inferiority is highlighted through 

his need to be in control of any activity.  This is indicated through starting his business in London and having 

his friend Nik Powell joining him in the business.  When Nik wrote to the volunteers stating that Branson 

should leave as he was making irrational decisions, Branson quickly went against this by turning the story 

around to get rid of Nik.  In this way, Branson’s striving for superiority is shown through the manner in which 

he used and continues to use others’ expertise to compensate for his own deficits.  Branson acknowledged 

this, asserting in his autobiography that “I believe in using and harnessing other people’s knowledge and 

experience…” (Branson, 2007b, p. 2).  By adulthood Branson internalized that he was unique and seemed 

to find comfort in his uniqueness, not going along with the general populace opinions and relying rather on 

his own intuition.  His reality, therefore, was matched with his schema of apperception, that he was not the 

same as others.  Further, the crystallization of his schema of apperception that he was not academic was 

realized in terms of his approach to business and his modus operandi in that Branson would glean 

knowledge and information from others and use this to make his own decisions.   In fact, Branson began 

turning the table on his apperception in that he began to focus more on philanthropic ventures, and initiated 

a number of social causes which will be addressed below.  It is as if he finally gained his power back and 

despite not being intellectual, has been able to surpass, at least financially, many of his well-read and 

academically successful peers who largely scoffed at his early exit from the schooling system.  Including 

proving to his headmaster in high school that, instead of ending up in jail, he became a millionaire. 
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8.4.10 Social Interest 

The social life task refers to the individual’s association with others either individually or in 

community, but excludes marital, sexual or familial commitment (Adler, 1958; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992).  

This task is solved through social interest and co-operation.  Social interest is present when the individual’s 

upward striving is aimed not only at a personal goal of superiority or perfection, but also produces benefits 

for, or a contribution to, society.  It is indicated by co-operation with, and commitment to, other human 

beings.  It is based on a sense of empathy for others, and involves meeting the challenges presented by 

the need to live in society.  It may include a concern for nature, as well as spiritual development.  (Adler, 

1952, 1956; Botoome, 1957; Leak, 2006; Orgler, 1963).  For Adler, social interest was an indicator of mental 

health.  Branson could not, as a child, have solved all the challenges presented to him by the need to live 

in society, to work, and to love.  This is due to the fact that he was very young.  Indeed, from the literature, 

it seems he was avoidant of social interactions as a child, especially toward adults outside of the family. 

His mother, to overcome her son’s shyness, and the fact that she did not want him to be ‘namby 

pamby’ would force him to come downstairs to entertain the many visitors who came to the house.  He had 

to recite poetry or sing, along with his siblings.  In his early boarding school years, Branson avoided 

socialising and was rejected by his peers as his academic performance was not on par.  Branson also 

experienced a trauma a short while after going to boarding school in that an older boy had sexually abused 

him.  This experience led him to report to his father, which the researcher infers was to get comforted by 

his father.  However, Ted simply stated “just don’t let it happen again” (Branson, 2012, p. 87), not reacting 

in a way that was consoling or which, at the age of eight, may not have made any sense.  Despite shyness, 

stuttering and general avoidance, Branson managed to form a social interest through his great friendship 

with Nik Powell, whom he would spend most of his time with.  The two would climb trees, ride bicycles and 

spend their days in nature, and hide under his sister’s bed to frighten her.  Herein we observe the only 

social interest which Branson had voluntarily.  Branson also included Nik in his first entrepreneurial task - 

that of planting conifers which they planned to sell during the Christmas holidays the following year.  This 

was a joint effort, initiated by Branson. 

A significant feature of Branson’s adolescence was the development of friendships; particularly that 

of befriending Johnny Gems, whom he met in the library.  The two had one thing in common; they both 

loved reading and writing.  This is interesting, as Branson had really struggled to read and write during 

childhood, yet in his striving for superiority, was determined to do so at an advanced level.  His 

determination to overcome his deficit in this area led him to dream of becoming a journalist, an 

overcompensation of his organic weakness in the form of dyslexia.  Branson’s friendship with Johnny 

persisted to young adulthood, when Johnny joined Branson in his move to London, after leaving school 

prematurely.  
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 The same themes in respect of features of social interest that were noted during Branson’s 

childhood were present during his teenage years.  One is struck by the fact that Branson did not have many 

friends growing up; Nik Powell was his main childhood friend and Branson acknowledged this friendship 

was close, but that he was ‘fiercely competitive with Nik – I had to win’.  Branson seemed not to garner a 

wide group of male friends, preferring, during adolescence, to have female confidants and friends.  As an 

adolescent his main social interest was expanded into working at his entrepreneurial skills, with his single 

friend Johnny Gems to assist him.  During Branson’s later adolescent years he became involved, whilst in 

London, in being useful to society, which fact is regarding by Adlerians as a sign of social interest (e.g. 

Leak, 2006).  After his girlfriend Debbie became pregnant Branson set up an abortion clinic/counselling 

centre for people who were not being assisted through the National Health Services with abortions, sexually 

transmitted diseases, and counselling for psychosocial issues.  It is the researcher’s opinion that these 

activities at the time were more than cerebral, and informed by his burgeoning social and moral views.  In 

addition, these activities may also be synchronized with his childhood experience in the family home, 

specifically the influence of his mother, who insisted that others’ needs are more important than one’s own.  

Adler (1958) proposed that social interest can be encouraged in the individual’s family of origin and this can 

assist to overcome any barriers or blocks to social interest.  This, in the researcher’s view, is exactly what 

occurred for Branson.  Worthy of remark is Branson’s childhood milieu in which his mother stressed the 

importance of assisting others, and ‘forgoing one’s own needs in service to others” (Branson & Peppe, 

2013, p. 68).  This environment no doubt affected Branson and his perception of accepted behaviour.  His 

parents would force him to socialize with visitors and Eve had many people from different walks of life in 

and out of the family home. He was literally forced, as a young child, to integrate into society.  Despite being 

unique or different to peers and his siblings, Eve would not allow him to withdraw.  Branson seemed to 

internalize this moral view, and at a subconscious level, may have been in keeping with his striving to 

receive attention from his family through conforming to their way of life.  As an inferior person (in size, 

intellect, etc.) he was at ‘the mercy’ of his family, a major influential factor.  It is in this respect that one can 

infer his family, in particular his socially integrated mother, had a huge part to play in his development of 

social interest.  Branson’s ability to draw on his own pain and transform it into empathy and compassion for 

others whom he saw as similarly suppressed, was also evident during his later teens.  This is in keeping 

with Branson’s rebellion against conservatism and expected norms and his initial attempts to articulate 

expression through being useful as well as his unconscious need to fit in with his peers, which he was 

unable to achieve during childhood and early adolescence in school.  

During Branson’s adolescence he remained selective and seemed to only have a single male 

friend, with more female confidantes.  However, in moving to London to start pursuing his journalistic ideals, 

he garnered the services of his peers.  At the time, in the late 1960s one should take cognizance of the fact 

that there was a revolution in society in respect of the youth movement who were protesting the status quo, 

and arguing for a different society based on love, care and community.  Branson was pivotal in utilizing this 

current thinking to support his views.  Student magazine became a mouthpiece for him to be heard and 
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accepted.  He was not giving up, and used whatever means necessary to do so.  It is indeed significant 

that he was able to gain the popularity of his former antagonists to help him gain attention.  In this way, 

Branson regained power and control, and successfully thwarted his naysayers.   

During adulthood, Branson’s social interest was focused on overcoming his sense of inferiority and 

with it, projecting his feelings of inadequacy onto others of his age group who had experienced rejection for 

organic or psychological inferiorities.  This is borne out in the fact that he helped Debbie, a friend whom he 

had impregnated, to obtain an abortion.  This practise was illegal in England at the time and society was 

against this.  Branson’s striving for superiority led him to start an abortion clinic.  He also assisted those 

who were psychologically distressed by setting up a call centre where he counselled, along with others, 

those who felt rejected or alienated from society for idiosyncratic reasons. 

Through serving the needs of those identified as abandoned by society, Branson had found his 

place in society – as a mouthpiece for the disgruntled against the bourgeoisie.  He rallied the support for 

abortion, counselling for the homeless and destitute, and joined the fight against the countries involved in 

the Vietnamese War.  In order to avoid repetition, the reader is directed to the analysis of Branson’s life in 

respect of Maslow’s theory, as well as Appendix x which sets out some of his Humanitarian activities.  

8.5      Conclusion 

In terms of Branson’s childhood, the researcher is cognisant of the fact that the information gleaned 

from his autobiography was written in his adulthood.  On this, Adler (1931) noted: 

Among all psychic expressions, some of the most revealing are the individual’s memories.  
Memories are the reminders carried of limitations and the meaning of events.  There are no 
“chance” memories.  Out of the incalculable number of impressions that an individual receives, he 
or she chooses to remember only those which is considered, however dimly, to have a bearing on 
problems.  These memories represent the story of the individual’s life, a story repeated to provide 
warmth or comfort, to meet the future with a tried and tested approach (p. 58-59). 

This chapter has drawn from the resources consulted, data in support of key concepts of Individual 

Psychology.  Generally, the researcher was able to obtain adequate data, though, as Branson has become 

more successful and written largely about economic success, less relevant data has become available.  

Overall, however, the researcher asserts a good starting point has been achieved in composing a picture 

of his character.  In some respects the data was contradictory, reflecting the paradoxes in life in general, 

and in the life of Branson, in particular.  Another aim of this chapter has been the conceptualisation of 

Branson’s life in terms of the principles of Individual psychology.  It seems, despite Branson’s outward 

display of bravado and success, he has and still carries, life goals toward striving for superiority, the creative 

movement towards this being his ability to involve himself in issues of social interest, and being recognized 

and accepted.   

Adler (1958), asserted that individual striving and the healthiest individuals develop a lifestyle that 

is co-operative, active, and the person is successful in the life tasks of community, work and love. This 
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lifestyle emanates from a family environment where there prevails a spirit of co-operation, trust and respect 

(Meyer & Viljoen, 2003).  Adler (1958; 1982) suggested optimism and a community-oriented approach to 

problem solving exists in a family for such a lifestyle to develop.  As adults, those with this lifestyle usually 

establish goals benefitting the community, are often ambitious and active in their striving towards successful 

attainment of their goals, and therefore tend to be community leaders (Meyer & Viljoen, 1997).  Some 

literature refers to this lifestyle as the socially useful type (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).   

It is the researcher’s opinion that, despite Branson’s organ inferiority, and striving toward life goals 

of acceptance, freedom and belonging, the family environment in which he was raised, in particular the 

influence of his mother, has assisted in Branson not developing an inferiority complex, but rather to develop 

as a psychologically healthy adult in respect of Adler’s conceptualizations of what this constitutes.  

Ultimately, that Branson has, despite his imperfections, has developed a personality that is socially useful. 
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CHAPTER 9 

INTEGRATION OF FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

9.1   Chapter Preview 

In light of the purpose of the research, this chapter provides an integration and discussion of 

Branson’s optimal development and individual personality development.  First, brief conclusive 

summaries of Maslow’s (1954, 1970) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theories in relation to Branson’s 

life are provided.  This is followed by a brief discussion on the similarities and differences of 

Maslow’s and Adler’s theories.  Finally, a comparative summary of the biographical findings of 

Branson’s life history is discussed within the conceptual frameworks provided.   

9.2 Conclusive Summaries 

9.2.1 Branson’s Optimal Personality Development 

9.2.1.1 Physiological Needs 

   The data revealed adequate satiation of this need (Alexander, 1988; 1990).  Branson’s parents 

were by no means well-off at the time of his birth, despite his father emanating from a middle class family.  

However, there was always enough food. As his parents improved their financial situation, life became less 

difficult to the extent Branson commented that in his household, “food was not as important as company” 

(Branson, 1998, p.23).  Despite intermittent challenges, Branson was not starved of physiological needs as 

a child, and at boarding school, there is no indication Branson suffered physiologically.    

   It can be confidently stated that, in terms of Maslow’s (1970a) theory, his basic needs were more 

than adequately met, despite getting a rash on his genitals each time he had sex with his first wife, Kirsten, 

which problem was resolved through circumcision.  Overall, there is no indication in analysing his life that 

he had any pathology or difficulties in meeting material basic needs such as excretion, sex, or the need for 

food and sleep.  Notwithstanding, there is no doubt that Branson’s ego may have been somewhat dented 

with his wife becoming emotionally close to the men with whom she had affairs.  Also, the fact that he 

begged her to come home after liaisons indicates his vulnerability in this regard, complicated by the fact 

that he developed a rash each time he and his wife made love.  As the main vehicle in his manhood, the 

researcher concludes this aspect may have contributed to his many relationships over time, a way to 

compensate for feelings of inadequately satisfying the woman, Kirsten, who was his first real love, and 

chosen as his first wife.  Whom, of course, his mother is said to have adored and we know that Branson 

has always had an exceptionally close relationship with his mother. 

9.2.1.2 Safety Needs 
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   A child needs enough emotional, physical and financial security.  Maslow (1970b, p.40) asserts 

“some experience with firmness, toughness, frustration, discipline and limits is needed by the child”.  From 

a physical point of view, Britain was a safe place to live in in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Branson’s mother 

was unperturbed by letting her young child out of the car to find his way home.  A further illustration is the 

fact that Branson and his friend, Nik spent, a lot of time outdoors, without their parents’ concern.  

Branson’s mother appeared to be a key stability factor, although his father was a quiet, supportive 

presence. The stability was unaffected by the flurry of visitors.  Conversely, this forced Branson adapt to 

socialising.  Branson’s need for safety was not always satiated.  Hiding behind his mother’s skirt and 

stuttering indicates anxiety and stress.  His mother was somewhat authoritarian, the decision maker.  

There was within her a conflict between encouraging independence and age-inappropriate means of 

achieving this, as he was arguably too young to have to walk long distances to find his way home.  She 

also failed the emotionally reward him when successful.  Overall, however, Branson’s parents did not 

neglect their responsibility to ensure his physical safety.  The family, for instance, only moved once in ten 

years.  There were rules to be obeyed and consequences if not.  One of the expectations was teamwork.  

The strong boundaries created a sense of safety.  Branson alludes to being taught to break rules, implying 

rules in the first place.  Boundaries were challenged from an emotionally secure stance.  There is no 

evidence of conflict between his parents or instability within the family.   

   Financially, he was secure as his parents were able to feed and clothe Branson, albeit with second 

hand clothing, and he was able to attend boarding school, despite being unhappy.  The move from home 

to boarding school was a major adjustment.  Branson felt bewildered by the punitive ethos of the school.  

The extent of his trauma led him to feel physically ill and he did not receive the nurturing he needed. During 

the holidays, however, the safety need was restored at home. 

   As an adult, there have been a number of situations where Branson experienced acute physical 

danger and emotional trauma.  However, these have not occurred on an ongoing basis and have been self-

inflicted.  Notable is Branson’s suppression of trauma after being partly responsible for drownings on a boat 

whilst on holiday.  Maslow (1970a) asserted that if safety needs are well satiated during childhood, the 

person is better able to cope with later thwarting of these needs.  However, he later contended that if this 

need is well satiated, the trauma of having the need thwarted may be great (Maslow, 1970a).  However, 

his mother taught him not to show emotional pain, which factor may have contributed to his suppression of 

trauma/pain.  Branson put himself at risk through his plethora of adventures and challenges in business 

and his personal life.  However, he has rarely done anything alone.  He admits to needing a counterbalance 

to compensate for his weaknesses, and work off his strengths.  Firstly, he was constantly with his mother, 

then he sought out a friend at school and he never operates alone in any business venture or adventure.  

In this respect, Branson describes how he and his friend, Jonny Gems, were “a good team” (Branson, 1998, 

p.56).  To feel safe, therefore, it seems pertinent to conclude that he feels safer, at least from an emotional 

point of view, when he has support, drawing on others’ strengths, perhaps using this as compensation for 
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his own feelings of incompetence and anxiety in certain areas.  One can also speculate whether his daring 

ventures were a learnt response to try to gain recognition and approval from his mother.  Overall, however, 

it can be stated that Maslow’s (1970b) deficiency need for safety was, and is, adequately satiated in the life 

of Branson. 

 In terms of Alexander’s (1988; 1990) model, it is concluded that Branson omitted to express the 

effect of trauma, seemingly suppressing losses, and negated, in respect of under-emphasis of the emotional 

impact of near-death experiences, childhood trauma and negative experiences in boarding school which 

no doubt affected his development and sense of security (Appendix J, p. 323). 

9.2.1.3 Love and Belonging Needs 

   The researcher found this need well met.  Branson recalls there was never a moment that he has 

not feel loved; the family was so close they would kill for one another.  This, according to Branson, is still 

the case, and indicative of the strength of the bond and his sense of belonging.  There was a strong sense 

of community in the family. There was always activity in the home, with his parents being the stable factor.  

Branson’s mother was ‘hands-on’ in raising the children and involved in every aspect of her son’s life.  His 

father is seen more as emotionally distant. Ted supported Eve and, though introverted with a permissive 

parenting style, would not complain, allowing his wife to make many decisions.  His mother was the 

disciplinarian and one gets the impression that when he did something wrong, his father tended to minimise 

Branson’s negative behaviour.   

   There were no abandonment issues in the nuclear family.  When his parents went out they took 

the children, and when there were visitors at home, whether for teaching purposes, or as guests, or when 

his mother worked in the shed for her cottage industry, Branson was included.  In this way, his childhood 

was inclusive.   

   What is notable, however, is the dearth of information pertaining to his relationships with his 

siblings, Vanessa and Lindy.  The researcher found little information regarding his sense toward his sisters, 

which Alexander (1988; 1990) would see as an omission in data.  This may be due to the age gap or factors 

that have not been deliberately withheld in the public domain, including issues of jealousy.  This would be 

an interesting area to explore in future research as it could shed light on the dynamics within the family, 

especially amongst the siblings.  It seems, from Branson’s mother’s autobiography (Branson & Peppe, 

2013), that her son is her favourite child as scant mention is made of her daughters.   

   At an early age, Branson developed a close bond with Nik Powell.  Their friendship gave him feel 

a sense of belonging, in which he explored childhood in a natural, unaffected way; and the friends were 

welcome in one another’s homes.  Nik’s character was complementary to Branson’s.  The family stayed in 

the same house for ten years, an indication that Branson felt a sense of belonging in the neighbourhood. 



225 

 

  

   At Scaitcliffe School Branson had difficulty reading and writing, and his short-sightedness caused 

further problems in terms of coping in the classroom.  This gave him a sense of isolation and inadequacy.  

To overcome low self-esteem, Branson trained himself to concentrate.  Compensation for dyslexia and poor 

school performance was via sporting achievements in which he excelled and gained recognition.  This 

resulted in a sense of belonging.  The need for love and belonging was thwarted at Stowe when Branson 

tore a ligament and was unable to participate in sports.  His sense of alienation became more pronounced 

due to his poor academic performance. 

   To compensate, Branson befriended and was influenced by Jonny Gems, to the extent that he 

contemplated becoming a journalist.  At Stowe, Branson found a sense of belonging with Charlotte, the 

headmaster’s daughter.  After being banned from seeing her, his sense of love and belonging was again 

thwarted.  Branson continued to experience a sense of belonging in his family, as indicated by his parents’ 

involvement in his business activities.  Whenever Branson launched a new business or held a marketing 

event, his parents were present.  Branson has an attitude of inclusion with respect to his family, and even 

when aged, both his parents enjoyed time with him, his wife and their children.  His wife, Joan, and children, 

Holly and Sam, are close.  He spends much time with his children, going on various adventures together, 

and enjoying time at his home at Necker Island.  One is not made aware of emotional closeness, however, 

but in keeping with his family of origin, a sense of activity based togetherness.  At a macro level, Branson 

also has a strong sense of belonging.  He treats staff as family, and is involved in their lives.  He may have 

substituted his biological family with a new family (and the need to belong), with staff.  Branson has 

connected with people from all spheres across the world.  He has joined many communities and groups 

and formed organisations to assist the global community.  The theme of belonging threads frequently in 

respect of Alexander’s (1988; 1990) model, forming the cornerstone of Branson’s development.  

9.2.1.4 Esteem Needs 

   Branson seemed to be without much confidence as a young child.  He was awkward, inarticulate 

and stuttered, probably due to anxiety.  His mother challenged his shyness in order to change his behaviour 

and his view of himself.  When he met a challenge, he was congratulated and another was set.  This 

conditioning assisted him to step outside his comfort zone, and one wonders whether he has suppressed 

his anxiety to the point of developing a separate ‘public’ persona. Over time, it seems his confidence gained 

momentum, whether his real self or a psychological mask, as he had the confidence to start a small 

business. 

   At Scaitcliffe, Branson’s esteem needs were met through his excelling in sports.  In doing well, he 

was recognised by his peers, teachers and headmaster.  He received the Victor Ludorum, the highest 

achievement in sport.  He was chuffed to the point where his mother felt him arrogant.  He was a poor 

academic achiever and not confident in this sphere.  At Stowe, after not being able to play sport due to a 

knee injury, his esteem needs were no longer met.  He found solace in, and compensated by spending time 
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in the library, reading.  His escape was in books, where he could not get emotionally hurt or rejected.  This 

occupation was also in response to his reading difficulties.  At school, he found it difficult to socialise as he 

felt different and alone.   At Stowe, Branson’s self-esteem was fragile.  During holidays, however, his esteem 

needs were largely met through his parents’ support.  As a teenager, his parents continued to be 

encouraging; for example, his initiative in starting a magazine.  This helped alleviate his low self-esteem, 

and opened a door for him to interact with both peers and his headmaster.  His parents believed in him and 

supported him during good and bad times.  His view of himself, framed by his family’s belief in him, resulted 

in a stronger sense of self. 

   Branson has been creative in the manner in which he has managed to compensate for difficulties 

or challenges.  He has drawn upon the support of his family and, where he has felt inadequate, on those 

who have qualities he lacks.  Pathologically, one may assert he used others for his own psychological gain. 

As a child, Branson did not do any projects alone, utilising those around him to add value.  As a pre-teen, 

Branson garnered the assistance of his friend, Nik, to help grow trees, and Jonny to start the magazine.  In 

starting his business of selling birds, his father built the aviary.  Due to dyslexia, Branson has been creative 

by setting goals and getting others and relevant resources, to help him achieve them.  His self-esteem, or 

belief in himself, has steadily increased as he has matured and setbacks to his confidence have not 

diminished this quality.  This has been bolstered, during difficult times, by his sense of belonging and his 

parents’ perseverance in building his self-esteem.  Added to this he has received recognition, both positive 

and negative, as he has grown.  Any negative feedback has been seen as a challenge rather than as an 

annihilation of the self. In this way, has used negativity to motivate him toward reaching goals.  The 

researcher asserts this is a learnt behaviour as, since a young boy, most notably at boarding school, 

academics did not come easy and the feeling of pending loss strongly motivated him.  As an adult, Branson 

developed his self-esteem, making decisions unaffected by others’ desires.  He has also received a sense 

of esteem from others in the form of admiration, accolades and recognition from all spheres.  As a criticism, 

one gets the impression that his behaviour as an adult has the flavour of being histrionic as his antics in 

business (which he has always referred to as marketing) have been clearly outside the norm, and smacks 

of a Peter Pan syndrome (never growing up).  In terms of Maslow’s (1970a) theory, however, this behaviour 

could be termed an indicator of self-actualisation, as Branson has been able to develop his self to the point 

where he has transcended cultural norms.  Alexander (1988; 1990) would argue the aspect of self-esteem 

has errors and distortions as there are incongruences based on the behaviour modification strategies 

employed by, particularly, Branson’s mother.  

9.2.1.5 Cognitive Needs 

   This need has been well met throughout Branson’s life, with the stage set from 

childhood.  His parents always treated him and his sisters as equals, their opinions being valid.  

As a child, Branson recalls discussing his father’s legal cases with him, and they argued about 

pornography and whether drugs should be legalised long before he knew what he was talking 



227 

 

  

about.  Even from a young age, Branson was rarely given advice unless he asked.  Branson 

was encouraged to have an opinion.  When he felt afraid of not coping at school, he was able 

to speak to his parents, though this may be construed as manipulation to move.  This freedom 

would have instilled in him a feeling, not of fear, but of containment which contributed to building 

his self-esteem.  If he wanted to do something, he was unafraid of asking his parents who 

seemed to respect his endeavours, even his prematurely leaving school and moving to London. 

Going out into the world was easier as there was strong, predictable support. 

   It is the researcher’s opinion that the satisfaction of this need has been instrumental in 

Branson trusting his own judgement, being unafraid to take risks or to speak out on issues.  

This solid foundation has led him toward speaking out globally against world conflicts, injustice 

and sensitive topics such as the legalisation of marijuana and viewing drug addiction wed as a 

medical illness rather than a criminal act, both currently controversial.  He has developed a 

freedom from inhibition and has learned to value himself.     

 The emergent theme throughout Branson’s life is that cognitive needs were well met, 

and his natural curiosity nurtured frequently mentioned when considering Alexander’s (1988; 

1990) model. 

9.2.1.6 Aesthetic Needs 

   These needs are not well-documented and therefore negated (Alexander, 1988; 1990) 

in the literature reviewed, Save for the oft-mentioned indication of his penchant for beautiful 

women and nature.  However, one can infer, given Branson’s financial means, he has been 

able to beautify his surroundings and place himself in circumstances that are pleasant to the 

senses.  One wonders about the fact that he suffered with short-sightedness as a child, and 

until this aspect was rectified, Branson was not able to appreciate the beauty with which he 

was surrounded.   

9.2.1.7    Self Actualisation needs 

a)   An Accurate Perception of Reality 

   This quality is well operationalised.  During childhood, however, he seemed not to be 

a risk taker, although he was described as having a lot of energy. This quality was thus dormant 

and thwarted by deficiency needs.  He was awkward in company and hid behind his mother’s 

skirt.  However, this changed as Branson was encouraged, often forced, to socialise.  This 

quality began burgeoning as his mother forced him to take risks and reap the rewards of his 

attempts.  Despite feeling awkward, Branson engaged in consistently active observation and 

questioning of his surroundings.   Boarding school further taught him to take risks.  Though 

unhappy, he was not taken home.  Branson then began taking risks, meeting new people and 
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taking on challenges.  This culminated, in adolescence, when he fearlessly started a school 

magazine, an anathema to the existing status quo.  Once he left school, we see a more 

confident and strident move toward risk taking.  Fearlessness led to more challenges stemming 

from a feeling of safety and security as a child. Dishonesty sometimes got him into trouble. 

   Branson has taken on many projects, from running 400 separate businesses to record-

breaking adventures.  Despite this, he is realistic, taking into account possibilities of failure.  In 

adulthood, this quality is prominent in Branson’s approach to the world via an objective and 

non-judgemental perspective, not allowing expectations or anxieties to skew observations or 

to divert his goal of working toward making the world a better place. 

b) Acceptance of Self and Others 

   Branson has more or less come to accept himself, with all his strengths and human 

frailties.  As a child, he came to terms with the fact that he was short-sighted and had to wear 

glasses.  He also came to terms with dyslexia, which impeded his academic achievements and 

his ability to cope in the classroom.  He has come to appreciate dyslexia as it has taught him 

to be more intuitive, trusting his instincts to make decisions.  There is, however, an under-

emphasis on dyslexia and its effects in the data.  However, Branson has managed to accept 

his flaws, which trait has extended to meeting new people; Branson is able to make his mind 

up about them in less than a minute.  During adolescence, Branson had to come to terms with 

being in boarding school and found ways to cope in an environment where he felt a misfit.  This 

quality of self- acceptance extends to adolescence and adulthood as Branson grew more 

comfortable with himself.      

   He has accepted others and their humanness, in that his orientation toward others may 

be characterised as non-judgemental and accepting.  He has not, however, been immune to 

frustration as a result of others’ behaviour, for example, by taking British Airways to court for 

libel.  Overall, he does not discriminate between individuals whose behaviour he approves of, 

and those whose behaviour he does not, in assigning value.  Beyond fleeting expressions of 

frustration and anger, Branson admits he very rarely gets angry.  Indeed, he admits the only 

person he gets upset with is himself for failing to achieve what he had set out to do.  However, 

he does not waste time on the past, and quickly moves on.  From a pathological point of view, 

this may be due to a persona he has developed and coping mechanism.  In respect of 

acceptance of biological process, there is no information regarding bodily functions.  However, 

he accepts his sexual nature and the inevitability of death, as part of being human.  He is 

unafraid of death, but rather of leaving his family when he dies. 

c) Spontaneity and Simplicity 
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   Branson evolved from a nervous and reticent young boy into an outspoken 

entrepreneur and adventurer.  His increased spontaneity and lack of pretence soon required 

that he learn a measure of diplomacy, however.  His family encouraged open self-expression, 

as long it was not to the detriment of others.  This sense of spontaneity has endured despite 

the area of his focus changing to more global concerns.  The only aspect that seems not to be 

openly shared is that of his marriage to Joan, or public expression of his personal life in general.  

In interviews and articles, the focus is always on entrepreneurship, with scant comment on his 

family, save for facts, well-known events such as his house on Necker Island burning down 

and the death, at 93, of his father. 

   Despite, or perhaps because of his naturalness, Branson has been able to achieve his 

goals in life. Ultimately, the qualities of spontaneity, simplicity and naturalness are well 

operationalised in the life of Branson, as espoused by Maslow (1970a) and in keeping with 

Alexander’s (1988; 1990) concepts of frequency and uniqueness. 

d) Problem Centring 

   From his youngest years, Branson’s life trajectory reflects the quality of problem 

centring.  At first unintentional, Branson has satisfied his need for a committed task.  His earlier 

years were exploratory, challenging his self and emulating his mother’s entrepreneurial 

activities.  He was always on some personal mission to achieve a goal.  In keeping with his 

personal development and maturation, Branson has focused on problems he has encountered 

and resolved these.  With increased fame and fortune, Branson appears to have moved his 

focus from ego-centred toward being global-focused.  This trend toward wider issues began 

through his concerns at the ways his boarding school at Stowe was managed, toward 

canvassing for ending American involvement in the Vietnam War, as well as to opening an 

abortion clinic which offered counselling.    In terms of Alexander’s (1988; 1990) model, a 

disturbing paradox emerges as Branson killed a foetus and his problem centring was not 

always with good intentions. 

   Although he has ceased his wild adventures in the way of trying to break world air-

ballooning or sailing records, he has turned his attention to world global issues such as creating 

more efficient biofuels and financing worthy causes such as global conflict through The Elders. 

e) Detachment and Need for Privacy 

   The concept of detachment is a subtle quality, difficult to describe, yet profoundly 

important (Maslow, 1996a).  This quality is observed consistently throughout Branson’s life, in 

particular, regarding his perspective shown by an unwavering high level of self-reliance.  As a 

child, Branson’s shyness led him to seek solitude or comfort from his mother.  This behaviour 
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seemed a defence against embarrassment but as he was encouraged to face his fears, 

Branson socialised more.  However, at boarding school, he was like a tortoise, withdrawing 

into his shell due to the rules and regulations that he found difficult to adhere to.  At first he 

silenced himself in order to survive, a complicating factor being that he had dyslexia and was 

failing.  He found a metaphorical voice in excelling at sport, but this was short-lived when he 

injured himself.  At this time, there was a thwarting of his dream of being a professional 

sportsman.   

   During adolescence, Branson continued to struggle and enjoyed solitude, whilst 

handpicking a couple of people with whom he felt comfortable.  Notable is Charlotte, an older 

girl whom he visited nocturnally, and Rudi, an anarchist who seemed to help Branson re-ignite 

his confidence.  Jonny Gems was also a catalyst in assisting Branson to come out of solitary 

confinement.  In his solitude, Branson found his voice in writing, which talent, despite the 

dyslexia, he continues to utilise to date.  Moore (1997) makes reference to the tendency of 

some self-actualisers to present as austere or antagonistic to some, as a result of their social 

reserve.  It appears the adolescent Branson did present as such.  He describes, from an adult 

perspective, how he began to cope with his isolation by choosing specific people with whom 

he felt comfortable.  Specifically, Branson befriended Jonny who seemed to be opposite and 

complemented his own personality – described as incredibly bright and intellectual, whereas 

Branson was more practical and solution-focused.     

   Branson was at home with his mother until attending school at the age of eight.  He 

was exposed to her behaviour; that of getting her hands dirty and creating things physically, 

rather than being intellectual.  As he grew older, Branson became outspoken, a characteristic 

in keeping with his adolescent rebelliousness, and as a manifestation of what he was 

encouraged to do by his parents. 

   Branson has not been prey to manipulation, being used and abused.  Indeed, critics 

might argue he is the egotist who uses others.  His free will and determinism have not come 

without consequences, however.  Being in the public spotlight and with the advances of 

technology, his every move has been scrutinised, some seeing him as a genius, others as a 

fraud.  Bower (2008), for example, has seen him as using others for his own benefit.  In 

business, Branson has moved from solitude to being public property in that he is constantly 

communicating, whether via internet, social media, interviews or at functions.  He also spends 

much time with family.  However, he sometimes craves solitude and finds he is able to achieve 

this in nature.  Perhaps in nature he feels emotionally safer, away from the public glare.  

Branson visits his home at Necker or his lake house, or is generally found in nature to achieve 

this.  He finds it easy to be reserved, calm and serene, to stay ‘above the battle’, unruffled and 

undisturbed by that which produces turmoil in others.  Thus, it becomes possible for him to take 
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personal misfortunes without reacting as traumatically or violently as the ordinary person might. 

He seems to be able to retain his dignity even in undignified surroundings and situations.  

Perhaps this comes from his tendency to stick by his own interpretation of a situation rather 

than to rely on what others feel or think about a matter.  

f) Autonomy and Independence of Culture 

   Consistent with Maslow’s (1970a) theory regarding self-actualisers, and Alexander’s 

(1988; 1990) concept of frequency, Branson’s life is best characterised as a position of un-

abrasive resistance to convention.  In childhood, Branson was, as is developmentally 

appropriate, dependent on his parents for need gratification.  However, with his parents’ 

encouragement of independence and entrepreneurship, it is evident that Branson became 

increasingly self-sufficient.  Boarding school is the perfect environment in which to cultivate 

independence, as students do not have their parents in the school as buffers or protectors.  As 

a matter of survival, Branson had to cope in the best way possible.  However, as taught, indeed 

encouraged, in his home environment to debate and have a personal opinion, Branson 

expressed himself.  His lack of academic acumen and outspokenness in a conservative milieu 

did not win him favour.  However, he managed to find an outlet. Branson did not, it seems, fit 

into the school culture save for the brief period when he excelled in sport during primary school. 

   His behaviour at senior school is marked by an attitude that did not align with that of 

the status quo, leaning ever-increasingly to resistance against enculturation.  Branson clearly 

felt pressure to leave, as he simply did not fit in and the school did not fit with his autonomous 

ideas and ideologies.  He was rebellious.  However, his perspective did not lead to his directly 

rebelling against conventions, but behaviour within the boundaries of the existing systems. 

   The self-actualising quality of autonomy and independence of culture and environment 

is further operationalised by behaviour after leaving school.  He pioneered new ideas, 

interviewing representatives of the youth, including musicians, artists and politicians.  This was 

at a time where there was a strong movement toward free speech and peace.   

   As the years have passed, Branson has become more independent of culture and 

environment. Instead of doing business the conventional way, that is wearing a smart suit and 

tie, he has conducted himself in a casual fashion.  In terms of advertising, Branson has been 

unconventional in that he has put himself at the centre of Virgin, creating unusual, media-

catching ways of getting attention, which, as mentioned earlier, may be seen as hedonistic or 

even histrionic.  Branson has not conformed to accepted business practices nor has he adopted 

conventional British ways of living.  On a whim, he purchased what is now, a multi-million rand 

island, taking a huge financial risk.  It is common practice in business for an entrepreneur to 

own one business idea e.g. furniture, with many stores selling the same or similar merchandise.  
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This is not how he runs his empire.  He has opened hundreds of different types of businesses, 

from an airline, to lingerie, mail-order-brides, music, and cellular phones (Appendix D).  These 

examples are evidence of a non-conformist, an autonomous individual who has a high 

tolerance for self-reliance and self-direction.  Although seeming to bask in the limelight,   

Branson has not conformed to the expectations, both explicit and implicit, of being the owner 

of a business empire.  Indeed, he appears to have rebelled, acting on his own wishes and 

goals.  This has led to many in the business world deploring his behaviour and choices.  In 

expressing his individuality, he has also won the admiration and adoration of many.  In 

managing his staff, Branson has engaged in non-conformist ways in setting boundaries suited 

to his own beliefs and values, rather than of popular authors or role-models.  He has not bowed 

to criticisms or changed, from the manner of his dress sense, to his interests.   

g) Continuous Freshness of Appreciation 

   Branson has a youthful and flexible approach to his life, resulting in continued 

creativity, growth and development.  Branson’s childlike curiosity for learning new things, trying 

new ventures and meeting new people is infectious.  Partly because he is willing - and all the 

“great people at Virgin’s willingness to keep trying new and sometimes borderline-crazy 

ventures” (Branson, 2012, p.178). 

   As he has aged, Branson has come to experience more appreciation and valuing of 

his life, and the times he spends at Necker Island, in nature.  This has been influenced by the 

fact that, being a risk-taker, he has almost died on a number of occasions.  It is apparent that 

Branson has developed the quality of what Maslow (1970a) refers to as a constant renewal of 

appreciation.    

   This self-actualising attribute has led him to continue enjoying the mundaneness of life 

in a delightful manner.  He has gained a high level of this attribute when in nature, seeming to 

enjoy sunsets and being in the water, swimming, kite surfing or boating.  This is also noted in 

his appreciation of being in hot air ballooning trips.  He has not taken for granted opportunities 

and continues to have, seeing them as if for the first time.  This attribute is also evident in 

continued freshness of appreciation in his work.  It is the researcher’s contention that this 

energy has allowed him to continue opening divergent businesses and be continually excited 

by new opportunities.  It is few who are able to sustain the level of excitement and freshness 

that Branson has in his professional life.  What is noteworthy is also the appreciation he 

continues to have when involving himself in charitable and global issues – he is constantly 

excited and motivated to do more for communities, indeed, humankind.  This quality of 

effervescence has, in the researcher’s opinion, been instrumental in augmenting Branson’s 
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ability to develop his life in the energetic way which has been unique and outstanding.  Unlike 

most of us, Branson does not take one moment of his life for granted. 

h) Peak or Mystic Experiences 

   The intensity of Branson’s peak and mystical experiences has had a profound 

influence, albeit there were not many examples found in the resources consulted.  It is difficult 

to ascertain at what level and strength along a continuum each of these experiences was felt.  

It can be inferred, however, that in life-threatening situations one’s survival instinct becomes 

acute and the gratitude and oneness with nature is unifying from within.  In respect of Branson’s 

life, it appears this characteristic is mostly related to nature and experiencing the power thereof.  

Swimming, athletics as a child, his first sexual encounter, and then experiences with hot air 

ballooning, led him to phenomenal moments of the numinous kind. 

   Though he does not believe in God, Branson acknowledges the presence of a great, 

‘other-world’ phenomenon which he credits for saving him from certain death.  Alexander’s 

(1988; 1990) concept of incompletion applies in this respect, as Branson contemplates his 

place in the universe as miniscule and yet, during peak experiences, he feels omnipotent, 

powerful beyond measure, acknowledging the presence of a greater phenomenon (God?). 

   Branson’s openness to peak and transforming experiences is suggested by the wide 

variety of stimuli attached to his life.  Events ranging from: the culminations of significant effort, 

negative life events (for example, the experience of pain, both physical and emotional), the 

encountering of new experiences, and the fresh appreciation of familiar pleasures were all 

discovered to be associated with Branson’s tendency toward experiencing at a peak or mystic 

level. 

i) Social Interest 

   Branson seemed not to express an early interest in others as he was shy and reticent, 

but was more or less forced to socialise by way of helping with chores.  This value was 

inculcated as he observed his mother and the constant presence of others in the home.  

However, once his deficiency needs were satiated, and he matured somewhat, he began to 

care more about his fellow beings.  This is illustrated in his interest in others whilst living in 

London and allowing anyone to stay in the small flat in which he and Nik lived.  It is argued that 

this behaviour was largely learned.  The research findings revealed that as Branson has 

matured he has become more actively involved in social issues and caring for others.  This 

social interest/human kinship has extended to being practically engaged in helping to 

safeguard the future of our planet in order to sustain the human race.  He describes doing so 

as “making me happy” (Branson, 2012, p.165).  He encourages others to look to the needs of 
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the community, and to seek how best to contribute.  Branson helps others to have a vision for 

change and to start working, in business, and in life, to do something positive for human kind.  

Describing the quality of human kinship he uses the powerful term ‘belonged’: 

When a nation embraces its own as belonging here, as opposed to living there, it 
breeds a wholly different form of loyalty.  It reminds us this is where we belong, and 
our efforts are not just on our own behalf, but to benefit the community (Branson 2012, 
p.112). 

j) Interpersonal Relations 

   From a young age, Branson began to develop the quality of interpersonal relationships 

as espoused by Maslow. He formed close bonds with his parents.  As a natural development 

toward independence, he was then able to develop a close and life-long friendship with Nik, 

despite disagreements.  At boarding school there were a few close relationships, but not to the 

level of intimacy Maslow described as indicative of a self-actualiser.  These were in the form of 

a couple of friendships or sexual encounters with girls whom he met at school, and who formed 

a distraction from academic struggles. 

   Branson formed a very close bond with Kristen, his first wife - the ending of the 

relationship being painful due to his quality of human kinship.  His marriage to Joan, his second 

wife, has lasted more than thirty five years, and proved to be solid and stable, with Branson 

committed.  The couple has two adult children, Holly and Sam, to whom he is close.  With his 

friends, Branson has continued in the pattern of enduring relationships, and even when 

sometimes the closeness is not reciprocated, it is usually due to the friend’s personality.  An 

illustration is his friendship with Per Lindstradt, whom Branson describes as ‘a loner’. 

   Although Branson has an extensive network of social acquaintances, only a few have 

come to know him well in reciprocal relationships.  Branson’s pattern of social interaction may 

be linked to his preference for being goal directed, not having time to develop more close 

relationships that he has. 

k) A Democratic Character Structure 

Branson admits to being influenced by many good and brilliant people:   

It is not necessarily someone who is well known, but someone who is leading a rich 
and enriching life.  Someone who has made a difference that I feel is important 
(Branson, 2012, p.163). 

The research findings revealed a plethora of individuals from whom Branson has learnt and 

benefitted.  Outside of friends, family and staff, Branson learned from many across different 

spheres. Not mentioned are Desmond Tutu, the first black South African Anglican Archbishop 

of Cape Town, South Africa, who chaired the country’s Truth and Reconciliation Committee; 
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Peter Gabriel, English musician and songwriter who is now a producer and  promoter of world 

music and humanitarian causes; the late Mo Mowlam, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland 

when the historic Good Friday Peace Agreement was signed in 1998; and the aviation genius 

Burt Rutan, an American aerospace engineer who designed Voyager, the first plane to fly 

around the world without stopping or refuelling, and the sub-orbital SpaceShipOne, the first 

privately funded spacecraft to enter space twice within a two-week period (Branson, 2012). 

   The quality of a democratic character structure is found to be a solid quality of Branson 

and contributes toward his being termed, as in keeping with Maslow’s theory of optimal 

development, democratic in character.  However, critics may argue that Branson’s democratic 

structure is a ruse in order to fulfil his own egocentric needs, befitting Alexander’s (1988; 1990) 

concept of error or distortion in the data. 

l) Discrimination between Means and Goals and Good and Evil 

   Branson has strived toward a primary goal – entrepreneurship and personal growth – 

the attainment of which was inherent in, and thus inseparable from, the process of working 

towards it.  He has, however, the ability to distinguish secondary goals from their means of 

achievement.  From a young age, Branson has been able to tolerate unfortunate ends to his 

goals.  His tolerance seems to have been guided by goals set by him, rather than by any 

imposed on him.  Money is a means to an end, rather than an end in itself.  His view of making 

money is that it is useful for making things happen.     

   Throughout the research it is noted that Branson pursues only those things about which 

he is passionate, whether or not the endeavour will make money.  As a child, Branson was 

influenced by his mother’s business acumen. Branson’s lessons and ability to conquer 

challenges propelled him to have confidence in setting his own goals.  He is ever-experimental.  

His tendency toward independent thought has continued, and the values his parents taught 

him, challenged.  He indulges in leisure time, making space to enjoy the means employed 

toward the goal.  There are multiple examples of Branson’s antics and creative ventures that 

belie the seriousness of the end goal.  In launching Virgin Airlines, for example, he dressed up 

in drag, painted his lips red and shamelessly donned a blond wig.  He utilised his creative ability 

not only in the strategic planning of his businesses, but also in activities.  In constantly setting 

new goals and working toward their achievement, he adapts to the changing environment.  He 

has responded to gaps in the market and ventured into the unknown in a confident, yet 

circumspect manner.  As he seems to enjoy a lot of attention (Bower, 2008) it cannot be 

confidently stated that Branson sacrificed a personal preference toward humility.  Indeed, he 

stated all manner of living creatures need to stand out, and in business, the same applies.  As 

he has matured, the continuing high level of commitment to his most valued objective in more 
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recent times – service to global ecology – suggests his tolerance for the necessary means for 

fulfilment (an exhaustive workload and continual public exposure) has not waned.  Whilst not 

aiming for personal fame, he uses recognition as a means of achieving personal objectives 

(such as harnessing the buy-in from world leaders and role players) in raising awareness and 

obtaining funds to make the world a better place. 

 The evidence indicates that Branson’s personal philosophy of doing the right thing - 

being ethical, has evolved since his youth, to his being lauded for his business ethics and 

commitment to the global community.  Despite not believing in God in the spiritual sense, he 

does not disregard the moral and ethical foundation of living an honest and ethical life. 

m) A Philosophical, Benevolent Sense of Humour  

   During childhood, Branson displayed the quality of a philosophical, benevolent sense 

of humour as espoused by Maslow (1970b), in the sense that Maslow asserted the self-

actualiser is not conventionally humorous.  What is clear, however, is that Branson’s mother, 

in particular, taught him to not take himself seriously or to become morose or sullen regarding 

his disposition.  Branson was encouraged to overcome his own inadequacies, injuries or 

situations, by poking fun at his person and focusing on pleasing others and making others’ lives 

more pleasant. This behaviour style has developed into all areas of his life, including running 

his business.  In this way, he tries to take himself and business less seriously. 

   Branson inculcates an aspect of fun into most ventures and adventures which serves 

a twofold purpose: that of creating lightness as well as that of drawing attention as a marketing 

exercise.  There are vignettes of sharp wit and repartee interspersed in the literature which 

support the fact that he does not take himself, or his life, too seriously.  Again, however, this 

aspect is negated (Alexander, 1988; 1990) as there is under-emphasis in his life. 

n)  Creativity 

   The research findings revealed Branson as having displayed a consistently high level 

of creativity throughout his life and meets the criteria espoused by Alexander (1988; 1990) of 

frequency.  This creativity has been expressed via several channels: in his thought processes, 

behaviour and an ability to make the best of situations.  Throughout his life, Branson appears 

to have utilised his creativity in an ever-increasingly productive manner.  It is the researcher’s 

view that Branson’s childhood creativity which was of the primary kind, later led to secondary 

creativeness and as he matured, developed into the more mature, integrated creativity that is 

indicative of one of the outstanding qualities of self-actualisers. 

Branson is naturally creative. This attribute expanded through modelling his behaviour 

on that of his mother, and also by his parents not having it squeezed out of him through 
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socialisation.  This attribute helped as, at boarding school, he was able to find ways of surviving 

in what appears to be a hostile environment for a dyslexic and the concomitant struggles with 

his studies.  Encouraged by his parents to push his personal boundaries, Branson became 

increasingly confident in implementing ideas.  He developed an ability to believe in himself 

despite criticism, and sometimes disbelief, from his peers and educators.  However, his growing 

courage and positive self-esteem led Branson to question the status quo of his school’s 

practices and the decision to leave school.   

  His Virgin business has a plethora of examples of Branson’s creativity.  His manner of 

conducting business, his clothing, his attitude toward ideas and his belief in his capabilities, 

have resulted in a huge business enterprise that has diversified beyond any other company of 

which the researcher is aware.  Branson has not been afraid to laugh at himself, and to stand 

out from his peers or others in business.  His advertising campaigns are legendary, from picking 

up Pamela Anderson (famous actress from the 1980’s), and turning her upside down, to 

dressing in drag.  Branson has embraced his creativity; and his childlike naiveté is coupled with 

an attitude of individual integration that has embraced his experience in the world.  Branson’s 

approach to life overall can be seen as highly creative.  This is suggested by his unusual pattern 

of plans and achievements, and unique constellation of contributions to various fields in society 

in general.   

o) Resistance against Enculturation 

   Branson’s life-long pattern of self-expression is highly consistent with that suggested 

by Maslow’s theory regarding self-actualisers.  His earliest years are characterised by a steadily 

emerging inner sense of unconventionality and resistance to being flattened out and 

enculturated into becoming an average human being.  This quality was expressed primarily 

through his dislike of wasting time at school on activities that were not self-serving or 

purposeful, as well as on seemingly meaningless social conventions and etiquette.     

   This quality has been enduring and he has consistently broken rank with accepted 

cultural protocols.  His unconventionality strengthened after leaving school and segues into 

areas of business and marketing antics led him to be recognised as both a maverick and 

genius.  

9.2.1.8 Transcendence 

  The quality of transcendence of self emerges at the highest and most inclusive or holistic level of 

human consciousness.  This level of behaving and relating expands to oneself, significant others, to nature, 

indeed, to the cosmos (Maslow, 1971, p. 269).  The process culminates in a generally stabilized and 

broadened worldview (Maslow, 1971; Wilber, 2000).  In psychology, Viktor Frankl (1996) posited self-
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transcendence as an integral part of the human ability to create meaning.  More recently the phenomenon 

of self-transcendence has emerged as a key theme in several disciplines including transpersonal 

development (Levenson, Jennings, Aldwin & Shiraishi, 2005; Wade, 1996; Wilber, 2000), personality theory 

and psychiatric genetics (Cloninger, Svakic & Przybeck, 1993), nursing theory (Coward, 1996; Reed, 

1991b; Runquist & Reed, 2007), and gerontology (Braam, Bramsen, van Tilburg, van der Ploeg, & Deeg, 

2006; Tornstam, 1996) amongst others. 

Branson’s development to the level of transcendence of ego and self is indicated by 

the momentous change which occurred at forty. This became possible once he had regularly 

satiated his deficiency needs, developing his ego to the level of displaying qualities of self-

actualisation.  At this junction, there was a watershed moment where Branson’s purpose was 

no longer self-actualisation, but world-actualisation.  This quality is the ultimate level of human 

growth as espoused by Maslow (1970b), a level which, because of being able to fulfil all 

deficiency and aspects of self-development, Branson has attained.  He has been able to free 

himself from his ego, his culture and grounding in the ‘I’, to expansive thought and action.  

Branson began to focus outside his self, to the global community.  His vision is no longer 

inward-looking, but focuses on world issues.  Branson helps others on a global scale, from his 

being a member of The Elders, to being concerned about epidemics such as HIV and AIDS 

and global warming.  He utilises his wealth philanthropically to assist, through different legs of 

Virgin, to effect sustainable change for the better of the planet and its inhabitants.   

  Branson argues we have a responsibility to set our children an example, that if actions 

are taken now across the corporate world, mankind may survive the turbulent hundred years 

ahead.  He asserts we must work to leave the world a better place.  This is the single biggest 

lesson to be learned if we are – quite literally – to save the world.  The following seems to 

capture his attitude: 

People ask me at what point in my life do I feel a success?  The answer is “I hope I will 
never be complacent”.  I’m still nervous about public speaking, for example, and there 
are moments when I have doubts over many things.  But about ten or twenty years 
ago, once I felt that Virgin was financially secure, I decided I could be more than just a 
money-making machine running companies.  At Virgin we’re lucky in that we’ve always 
approached business in a different way, by focusing on our people and our customers, 
and by allowing our businesses to have autonomy.  If you look for the best in your 
employees, they will flourish.  If you criticise, look for the worst, they will shrivel up we 
all need lots of watering.  We have a wonderful team and I feel that whatever happens, 
Virgin will be in safe hands, which fact leaves me more time to think of other things.  I 
feel it’s important to leave the world a better place.  For every commercial idea I have, 
I want to develop an idea which I hope will do some good, such as Virgin Unite.  Virgin 
staff around the world must work together to help with tough social challenges.  I hope 
we can make a difference.  I think the biggest challenge isn’t facing me alone.  It’s 
facing mankind – and its global warming (Branson, 2007b, p. 58). 

9.2.1.9 Imperfections  
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  The information gleaned from the data showed unequivocally, that Branson is capable 

of behaving in ways that belie the fact that he is an extraordinary human being.  However, 

these flaws largely seem to emanate from a place that is not pathological or due to insecurities 

or anxieties, but as a result of responses to situations and his environment due to his 

humanness. 

 One should not forget to include the physiological challenges which, in the researcher’s 

opinion, have had an unspecifiable impact on Branson’s life and particular choices he has 

made.  Dyslexia, as earlier discussed, has, from research conducted, an enormous effect on 

self-esteem and this could be partly accountable for Branson’s developing coping mechanisms 

with which to cope in a seemingly hostile school and adult environment.  He has had to draw 

on creative means to manage, to use others’ skills and talents as resources, and to progress 

in an idiosyncratic way.  Also, his foundation phase at school was tarnished in terms of 

education acumen further as he was short sighted and found it difficult to even see the 

blackboard clearly.  These two factors no doubt caused ‘imperfections’ in his physiological state 

and together with environmental/social/political factors, has been instrumental in his growth 

toward optimality.  

 9.2.10 Conclusion 

   Chapter 9 presented a brief summative discussion of the holistic findings regarding 

each characteristic comprising Maslow’s theory of optimal development, in respect of 

Branson’s life to date.  The findings reveal Branson’s life thus far to be consistent and congruent 

with most facets of Maslow’s description of optimally developed individuals.  Branson’s life 

trajectory supports and operationalises Maslow’s theory, including the assertion that the 

optimally developed individual is by no means perfect, but rather than having potential 

frustrated and thwarted, the individual is allowed to grow in a way that nature intended.  In 

keeping with Maslow’s assertion, it is the researcher’s opinion that Branson has developed in 

an endemic and idiosyncratic way.  Ultimately, he has developed in a way that confirms he is 

not someone special who has had something added, but rather a person who has had nothing 

removed!  In Alexander’s (1990) assertion, that Branson is a unique individual.     

9.3 Branson’s Individual Personality Development 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) dynamic theory of individual personality development holds that 

the individual is a creative participant in the development of a unique, unified lifestyle.  Each 

individual strives towards superiority to compensate for natural feelings of inferiority.  The 

lifestyle is relatively set by the age of five through private logic and a guiding fictional goal.  The 

individual’s creative power guides the form of striving to achieve this self-ideal.  The individual’s 
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behaviour is thus purposive towards the goal that he acts as if it is attainable in the face of the 

tasks of life. 

The biographical findings and discussion suggested that Branson’s lifestyle showed 

aspects of an active, constructive lifestyle.  As such, his striving was on the useful side of life, 

toward co-operation and contribution.  It appeared that Branson’s perception of his organ 

inferiority, for which he compensated through, firstly, a sporting prowess, and later, through 

working hard to compensate for his academic inadequacies, enhanced his development into a 

striving for personal superiority and recognition.  He held a private logic that he was (a) worthy 

and loved, (b) that the world was full of people who could assist him to compensate for his own 

inadequacies and result in him moving toward fulfilling his fictional goal of recognition, 

belonging and freedom, and (c) that others can be trusted.  He constructed a private meaning 

of success and meaningfulness in life, which was unified in a fictional ideal of usefulness.  

Through his subjective perception of reality, Branson compensated for his natural sense of 

inferiority in relationships by seeking to solve them through co-operation and community. 

The presentation and discussion of findings in the previous chapter also indicated that 

Branson’s striving towards his fictional goal displayed many creative compensations.  As he 

was trained toward being useful in the community, his actions maintained a feeling of personal 

movement toward social interest.  Branson has been able, through the assistance of others, to 

face the tasks of life of love, community and work, characterized by the most effective and 

practised means to involve himself in entrepreneurial endeavours, and later, in his first love, 

sporting adventures.  Branson came to respond through striving toward perfection and being 

noticed as he did not settle for mediocrity, but rather superiority.  This striving, however, 

benefitted and still benefits the larger community in respect of philanthropic interests as well as 

the employment of thousands of people. 

The presentation of the findings and discussion indicated that Branson’s response to 

the tasks of life indicated the unity of his purposive movement towards his goal.  In the face of 

the task of work, Branson has managed to achieve momentously, with a current count of over 

300 companies falling under the Virgin umbrella.  Despite struggling scholastically and never 

going on to study at university, Branson’s behaviour indicates an independence to work in 

terms of education, family and social contribution.  Independence has been achieved through 

finding creative ways to compensate for organic inferiorities and find alternative ways to move 

toward fictional goals.  For example, starting Student magazine whilst still at school.  Branson 

has been able to solve the challenges in life as espoused by Adler, as he finally succeeded in 

the tasks of fellowship.  Branson had few friends at school and has continued to have a few, 

close friends, but refers to his many employees as ‘family’, intimating integration into the larger 

community of social life.  Branson has become less socially awkward through being forced by 
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his family to socialize, to the point where he has accepted that he does not always know the 

answers to questions, and has the occasional stutter.  Branson’s most characteristic response 

has been of integration which began tentatively, but has burgeoned into him being associated 

with worldwide projects and to being involved in geo-political and environmental causes at a 

global level. 

Further, it was found that Branson focused on a sense of satisfaction on the work task 

of life.  Despite being frivolous in his youth, which is a natural phenomenon when an individual 

is developing, Branson has managed to pursue a loving marital relationship, being committed 

for more than 35 years, with two now adult children with whom he seems to enjoy a close 

relationship.  As is common, he experimented in adolescence and young adulthood.  His early 

experimentation, which resulted in his young girlfriend becoming pregnant, Branson launched 

a counselling service to assist other youth to obtain support and medical help, an indication of 

social interest beyond his self, from adolescence. 

In response to the life task of self-regulation, the presentation of findings and 

discussion suggest that Branson’s sense of self-worth and control in his daily life has been 

achieved through creative entrepreneurial endeavours and making up for his inadequacies 

through working even harder than most at refining his practical skills.  Branson’s behaviour was 

not to intentionally hurt anyone, and seemed to embrace the dictum from his mother that he 

rather make a fool of himself and put others emotions and needs before his own.  It seems he 

was encouraged, from a young age, to substitute his own selfish needs for those of the greater 

community. 

The findings and discussion further indicated that Branson’s envisioned spirituality has 

been diffuse.  He admits to not believing in God per se, but ironically, refers at times to being 

aware of a much greater force in the universe, which force he acknowledges has saved him 

more than nine times, when he has been on dangerous self-inflicted hot air balloon or sailing 

adventures.  In these instances, Branson has come close to dying and has accounted for his 

life being saved, to this phenomenon.  This is also evidenced when Branson is in nature; he 

becomes unified with the universe, feeling a sense of peace and wellbeing that he attributes to 

something far greater than the material world.  It is in this way that Branson has admitted to a 

sacred reverence for life, though he mentions that he is unafraid to die, but rather of leaving 

his family, a further indication of social interest. 

The findings indicate Branson’s behaviour throughout life indicates a purposive facing 

of the tasks of life and his movement towards superiority through development of his self and 

belonging as a task of social interest.  His fictional goal and creative power guided his variety 

of creative compensations within his wide field of interest.  Further, this psychological 
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movement reflected his private logic through striving to belong.  Thus, it can be concluded that 

Branson’s mind, body and emotional expression reflects a unity of personality within his 

purposive, compensatory striving for personal superiority in the striving for overcoming his own 

inferiorities toward belonging and social interest. 

9.4 Integration of the Findings 

9.4.1 Similarities and Differences in the Theoretical Models 

9.4.1.1 Theoretical Origins 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory was a departure from Freud in terms of the dynamic nature 

of a range of influences across the lifespan.  However, Adler’s theory may be described as 

soft-deterministic (Corey, 2005; Meyer & Viljoen, 2003a).  Adler (1929) held that personality, 

though its expression was varied throughout life, was more difficult to change and was 

purposive towards a specific goal, informed by fictions established in childhood.  However, 

change is possible through the individual’s creativity and awareness of themes and patterns of 

lifestyle.  If the natural inferiority isn’t resolved, it can lead to an inferiority complex through 

psychological blocking.  When this occurs, the individual is stuck in a socially disinterested trap.  

This underdeveloped social interest leads to setting goals that are unattainable, the individual 

remaining aloof, living in their own ‘private’ worlds, and having a rigid and dogmatic lifestyle.  

Exaggerated physical deficiencies can lead to exaggerated feelings of inferiority because the 

individual overcompensates for their inadequacy which leads to being overly concerned for 

themselves and a lack of concern for others.  It is natural to move toward a healthy lifestyle 

and Adler focused on this positive innate drive toward psychological health. 

Maslow’s theory was also a departure from Freud in terms of rejection of determinism 

and the focus on a positive and empirically grounded theory of behaviour, motivation and 

development.  In this sense, personality development occurs in relation to a hierarchy of needs, 

starting with physiological, toward psychological needs.  Individuals develop according to a 

hierarchy, but regress to lower levels of development should any need be thwarted.  Individuals 

are dependent for their lower needs on others, and gradually come to develop to the highest 

level of development, being self-actualisation of the ego.  Maslow later added transcendence 

as an even higher level, when the individual is able to surpass their self, toward a unity of 

consciousness, and being at one with humanity.   

Ultimately, both theories emanated from the same positive psychology, away from 

pathology, toward a healthy psychological outcome, toward community interest and spirituality. 

9.4.1.2 Lifespan Development 
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Adler (1929, 1956) held that personality development occurs across the lifespan.  Adler 

proposed the individual’s lifestyle is a continuing expression of his private logic and purposive 

behaviour towards a fictional goal.  Adler further asserted that the formation of the fictional goal 

and the private logic occurs in the first four or five years of life.  He argued that children do not 

change in adolescence, but are at that stage more capable of finding new, creative ways to 

express their lifestyle in accordance with the increasing freedoms provided by adolescence.  

Thus, although the expression of the lifestyle may change, the guiding fiction and perceptions 

remain consistent.   Adler asserted that the ultimate attainment is the personality who is 

immersed in social interest, to the wider community. 

Maslow’s theoretical proposition offered personality development as occurring 

according to a hierarchy of needs that need at least partial satiation for the person to move 

higher up the hierarchy.  Maslow held that we can regress to lower levels at any stage, but that 

the need for self-actualisation and transcendence cannot be attained in childhood as children 

do not have the wisdom or life experience to be able to see beyond their self.  Ego strength is 

needed as well as the cognitive ability in order to change one’s situation.  However, despite 

children moving through the process of development without parental or other pressure, as it’s 

a natural progression, children need support and the provision of physiological requirements, 

safety, love, esteem and autonomy in order to progress.  

9.4.1.3 Multi-Faceted Nature of the Theories 

Adler highlighted the importance of cultural and historical factors in addition to 

biological, psychological and social aspects of personality development.  Adlerian theory (1929, 

1930, 1958; 1964) was expressive about the range of influences on the individual’s 

development, such as global events, family, media and religion that could either (a) forge 

common sense for a useful lifestyle or (b) form the basis of mistaken beliefs that guide lifestyle 

development. 

Maslow’s viewpoint expressed the importance of basic needs in the early years of life, 

and so stressed the importance of the biological drives innate in all humans.  Maslow, however, 

acknowledged cultural and historical factors as contributing to the ultimate wellbeing of the 

individual, and, like Adler, proposed that we are active participants in our development, as long 

as we are made conscious of the need for self-actualisation and transcendence. 

9.4.1.4 Positive Nature of the Theories 

Maslow (1954, 1970) embraced existentialism and holism, emphasizing subjective 

experience, freedom of choice and responsibility, stressing that we are all capable of becoming 

our best, unique self.  If we get ‘stuck’ at a certain level of development, it is possible to progress 
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as long as the unfulfilled need is dealt with.  Maslow’s view of mankind is essentially optimistic, 

but acknowledged environmental and intrinsic factors can limit opportunities for need fulfilment, 

and consequently not all individuals are able to achieve optimally.  Maslow further 

acknowledged pathology which may develop as a result of chronic deprivation of needs.  

 Adler (1929, 1956) argued that an individual’s personality could be changed.  Adler 

held that this change was not easily achieved as the lifestyle is relatively set by the age of four 

or five.  However, Adler asserted that individuals could affect change in their lifestyles by being 

helped to identify the inferiority complex that blocked social interest and working to change the 

faulty perceptions previously held.  This can be achieved through counselling individuals to 

recognize their faulty apperceptions and working at finding new, creative ways to reach 

fullness. 

9.4.1.5 Optimal Development 

Maslow held that optimal development occurs if all the lower needs of an individual are 

met and the person is able to more or less attain self-actualisation and development of the self 

and ego in terms of the structural components of his theory.  Once this level is achieved, which 

Maslow asserted, not many do as we are not conscious of what is required to do so, then we 

are able to surpass this level of personality development toward transcendence, the epitome 

of human development, where we are at once achieve ego optimality and at the same time, 

progress beyond the self toward humankind.  Adler (1929) held that optimal personality 

development was the achievement of social interest.  He held that if the individual faced the 

tasks of life in a socially beneficial manner – that is, without any blocks in co-operation because 

of mistaken beliefs – the lifestyle is useful.  Thus, Adler asserted optimal personality 

development reflects the individual’s beneficence to society.  Adler noted the importance of 

tasks of work and love, and later Adlerians, in keeping with Adler’s theory, included the sexual, 

spiritual and self-regulation tasks. 

9.4.1.6 Structure of the Theories 

Adler (1929, 1956) argued that identity development is dynamic and based on a 

confluence of building experiences that are expressed in a creative lifestyle.  Adler held that 

the most important intervening variable in the individual’s lifestyle is an inherent creative power 

and thus valued a multitude of lifestyle constructions.  Therefore, the individual’s personality 

development is idiographic, but nevertheless a consistent movement towards a guiding fiction. 

Maslow (1954, 1970) rejected the idea of structural constructs, preferring to explain 

personality from a holistic view.  He did not, however, reject the existence of Freudian defence 

mechanisms.  Despite this, one may view the structural element of his theory as the basic 
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needs.  Notwithstanding, the individual’s personality development is idiographic, consistent 

towards becoming one’s unique best. 

9.4.1.7 Theoretical similarities and differences in Branson’s Personality Development 

This section is based on the presentation of findings and discussion related to 

Branson’s personality development according to Maslow’s (1954, 1970) theory of optimal 

development and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual psychology in Chapters 3 and 4 

respectively.  Each historical period in Branson’s lifespan is discussed.  First, a table of the 

findings related to the two theoretical perspectives is provided. This is followed by a discussion 

of the similarities and differences noted in the respective periods. 

Childhood 

Optimal Development Individual Personality Development 

Physiological Needs 

 Branson experienced 

satiation of physiological 

needs during childhood. 

 He was creative in finding 

small luxuries from his 

neighbours home 

 At boarding school Branson’s 

physiological needs were met 

Safety Needs 

 Branson’s main attachment 

was to his mother 

 He was never left alone 

 At six, the family home caught 

fire and Branson was sent to 

an aunt 

 Branson was shy, refusing to 

talk to strangers.  His mother 

forced him to confront his 

fears 

 Branson experienced trauma 

at being sent to boarding 

school at eight years of age – 

Formation of the Lifestyle 

 Branson experienced a 

natural inferiority that led to 

striving for superiority 

 He may have experienced an 

organ inferiority that 

influenced his emphasis on 

competitiveness and desire to 

win 

 His early experiences in the 

family appeared to guide his 

belief in community vs self-

interest, though this was not 

developed 

 He held characteristics of a 

first born 

 He seemed to view 

interactions as difficult, 

desiring to be accepted and 

forming his private logic 

 The perception of inferiority 

may be linked to his striving 

toward perfection  
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he felt humiliated, confused 

and resentful toward his 

parents 

 He experienced a knee injury 

and was hospitalized, 

resulting in not playing contact 

sport again 

Love and Belonging Needs 

 Branson was exposed to 

adult debate from a young 

age 

 The family home always 

filled with people from 

different spheres – 

community based lifestyle 

 Parents supported him at 

school 

 He found a sense of 

belonging with sport – 

until this was thwarted 

through injury 

Esteem Needs 

 Branson had low self-esteem 

during childhood: he was shy, 

and stuttered when speaking 

 He found solace in a close, yet 

competitive relationship with 

Nik Powell 

 His parents did not entertain 

emotional sensitivity such as 

crying 

Cognitive Needs 

 Branson’s cognitive 

needs were met as a child 

 He was taught to view social 

interest as paramount, more 

important than ego interests 

 He built a private logic based 

on his perceptions and 

creative power  

 His private logic held that: (a) 

he was worthy and supported 

(b) the world was there to work 

with him (c) people should be 

trusted and assisted, and (d) 

he should focus outward 

toward others vs his own ego, 

and (e) he should not display 

negative emotions 

 His perception of experiences 

continually confirmed this 

private logic 

 He developed a goal of 

striving toward independence, 

acceptance and freedom 

Expression of the Life Style 

 Branson showed courage 

and a lifestyle of learning, 

engaging, and 

progressing 

 He embraced the life task 

of work outside of the 

academic environment.  

He discovered his 

practical acumen and his 

work was formed around 

this concept of himself 

 He showed self-regulation 

and involved himself in 
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– encouraged to be 

curious, have an opinion 

and debate issues from 

young 

Aesthetic Needs 

 No evidence of this need 

expressed during 

childhood 

Self-Actualisation Need 

 As basic needs (above) 

were more or less 

satiated, this set the stage 

for later fulfilment of Self-

Actualisation, which 

Maslow asserted can only 

be met during adulthood 

Transcendence 

 Branson too young to 

reach stage of 

transcendence 

 

 

social and sporting 

interests 

 He was taught to be 

independent and pursue 

his own interests – he was 

given an equal voice in the 

family 

 He was not interested in 

spirituality in the Christian 

sense, but enjoyed nature 

as a phenomenon beyond 

human understanding 

 Branson was insecure 

and developed a stutter 

secondary to dyslexia 

 Branson struggled to 

express his lifestyle as he 

was in a school 

environment that was 

punitive with corporal 

punishment, a practice he 

did not experience at 

home 

 

Similarities and differences in Childhood 

Adler (1929, 1956) stressed the importance of Branson’s earliest psychosocial 

interactions in the family and the effect of the family of origin on hope and courage, respectively. 

Adler also highlighted the birth order of a child, with Branson being the first born, and in that 

way affecting his striving for success and view of himself and his role in the world. Maslow, 

however, stressed the importance of physical needs and the role of the family in meeting those 

needs in order to assist the development of Branson.  The findings suggest Branson was able 

to develop his personality through the love and sense of belonging he found in his family, and 

was assisted in developing his self-esteem through his mother’s teaching him to be 
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courageous.  The optimism and openness in his family assisted Branson in widening his range 

of interests, and in the burgeoning development of his ego, toward social interest.   

A significant difference in the theoretical viewpoints is the fact that Maslow (1970) 

viewed childhood as simply a precursor to the optimal personality, which he saw as unfolding 

over time and through satiation of needs.  Adler (1929), however, held that Branson developed 

a lifestyle in the first four or five years through the dynamic interaction of his life experiences.  

Maslow indicated that Branson progressed through the period by facing successive levels of 

need.  The teleological nature of Adler’s (1929) theory suggested Branson’s choices and 

perceptions were indicative of his creative power, whilst the findings based on Maslow’s theory 

suggested he was initially exogenously controlled, yet had it in his nature to develop optimally.  

Both theorists opted for natural psychological health, with thwarting or blocking of this innate 

drive toward optimal development resulting in unhealthy outcomes. 

Further, Adler’s (1929) theory highlighted Branson’s striving toward hope, adequate 

willpower, purpose and competence – which would accrue into his ability to develop a solid 

identity in the following historical period (adolescence).  Maslow (1954, 1970) stressed how 

Branson was born with a positive potential and this potentiality can be stifled through 

circumstance, whereas Adler (1929) asserted Branson was born with a negative beginning 

psychologically.  However, what is similar is that both theorists alluded to children starting out 

with deficiencies, with Maslow describing the deficiencies as D-motives, and Adler describing 

the starting point as inferiorities or a ‘minus’. 

Maslow’s view attempts to illustrate the nuances of human growth, with the individual 

progressing or regressing in respect of the level attained at any given time.  Movement is 

therefore dynamic. Although Maslow suggested a sequence of need fulfilment, the Classical 

Adlerian view is more a levelling of basic needs that do not always emerge in sequence, but 

are all influenced by a single, fictional goal. 

Adolescence 

Optimal Development  Individual Personality Development 

in Adolescence 

Physiological Needs 

 Young adolescence Branson 

was in boarding school and 

his physiological needs were 

adequately met 

 Adolescence provided new 

situations to creatively 

express Branson’s lifestyle 

 Branson rejected the work 

task of life at school, but rather 

creatively compensated 
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 At 16 moved to London and 

his need for food not always 

met, though not severe 

thwarting 

 Need for sex satiated as an 

adolescent as Branson met 

his sexual needs through self-

discovery, masturbation and 

later through heterosexual 

liaisons 

 Branson experienced erotic 

fantasies 

 Branson’s father took him to a 

prostitute for his first sexual 

encounter 

Safety Needs 

 Branson beaten regularly at 

school due to poor academic 

performance.  

 Branson moved to a new 

school when he could not 

cope academically 

Love and Belonging Needs 

 Branson felt loved by his 

family, but isolated at school 

 Found solace in relationship 

with headmaster’s daughter 

for which he was expelled and 

then reinstated after 

pretending to want to commit 

suicide 

 Found a sense of belonging in 

literary interests – decided he 

through directing his energies 

to that related to his life goal 

 Branson began to focus on the 

social task of life, utilizing 

others’ skills to enhance his 

deficits, but also began 

making friends 

 Branson needed his parents 

assistance in his business 

ventures and they became 

involved in his social activities 

 Branson showed a greater 

degree of an active and 

engaging lifestyle through his 

work, gaining greater 

recognition from his peers, a 

sense of belonging, and 

usefulness 

 Branson began to take on a 

greater role of leader as fitting 

with what Adler saw as 

indicative of a first born 

 Branson emerged himself in 

the sexual task and he began 

to explore more frequently 

with different women 

 He became focused on 

community projects whilst 

pursuing his goal of becoming 

a journalist 

 His need for self-control and 

acceptance manifested itself 

in his determination and ability 

to take a number of risks, 

despite others’ doubt 
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wanted to become a journalist, 

despite learning difficulties 

Esteem Needs 

 His confidence increased 

once he began focusing on 

concrete applications, i.e. 

business interests vs 

academia 

 Utilized others’ strengths to 

compensate for his 

inadequacies 

 Was told he could ‘change the 

world’ by his parents – he 

introjected this notion 

 Cheated in school 

examinations and failed 

anyway.  Led him to decide to 

leave school 

Cognitive Needs 

 Branson’s curiosity and 

acquisition of knowledge and 

entrepreneurial ventures, 

increased. 

 Branson continued to be 

outspoken, unafraid to voice 

his opinion 

Aesthetic Needs 

 No evidence in data presented 

Self-Actualisation 

 Risk-taking behaviour 

increased; fearlessness in 

starting new businesses and 

 His lifestyle grew ever-more 

toward usefulness 

 Branson was dishonest in his 

pursuance of striving for 

perfection and overcoming his 

inferiority 

 His whole self-strived for 

acceptance and a sense of 

belonging 

 He was able to fulfil the life 

task of love in creative ways; 

Branson found young women 

with whom he could identify 

and enjoyed numerous 

relationships – usually with 

older adolescents 
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becoming involved with social 

issues such as abortion 

 Evaded tax and imprisoned – 

paid back the money and 

vowed to be honest 

 Realized his limitations and 

drew on other’s wisdom to 

help him in business 

 Acceptance of self and 

limitations 

 Branson was leader in his 

group of young adults in 

business; he focused on 

marketing and sales 

 Made spontaneous decisions 

and identified with like-minded 

people 

 Was unafraid to associate with 

people from different 

groups/ages 

 Became an entrepreneur by 

default; wanted to be a 

journalist but was more 

involved in launching 

magazine and businesses 

 Branson experienced himself 

as different from his peers; he 

did not experiment with drugs 

and alcohol as much as they 

 He had many girlfriends 

during this time, one falling 

pregnant and then he helped 

her abort the foetus 

 Branson became increasingly 

independent from his family, 
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but still relied on them 

financially where necessary 

 Rebelled against what he saw 

as archaic traditions in school 

 Adolescence saw a high level 

of energy and interest after 

leaving school and doing what 

he desired 

 Branson became more 

involved in issues of social 

interest, e.g. Vietnamese war, 

mental health 

 Interpersonal skills developed 

during this time but still 

immature and often 

egocentric 

 Branson influenced by others 

 Creativity injected into all his 

endeavours  

Transcendence 

 Branson still egocentric during 

adolescence and not able to 

transcend his self fully 

 

 

 

Similarities and Differences in Adolescence 

Maslow’s theory witnessed the progressive development of Branson’s personality as 

his basic needs were met to a satisfactory level, and not thwarted totally, despite some issues 

with self-esteem, feelings of abandonment and intermittent social issues.  Adler’s (1929, 1956) 

theory highlighted the creative manner in which Branson began striving towards his goal of 

acceptance and self-regulation through utilizing others’ skills. 
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Both theories highlighted the importance of the first stage of life as impacting on the 

second, including a) a sense of belonging and love, b) sexuality, c) creative compensation for 

his own limitations, and c) growing independence toward a unique personality.  The difference 

in the theoretical orientations is that in terms of Maslow’s theory, Branson regressed to lower 

levels on the hierarchy when the physiological and/or self-esteem or love and belongingness 

needs were not met, while in terms of Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory, Branson creatively 

progressed toward his fictional goal of being accepted and recognized. 

Another commonality between the theories during this stage of Branson’s life is 

depicted in Branson’s move toward social interest; the ultimate goal for humankind in terms of 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory, and toward self-actualisation of the ego in respect of Maslow’s 

theory.  Branson became more determined during this time in terms of his reaction to work, 

that is, away from academics due to his organic inferiority, toward an occupational interest, 

where he showed a lot of initiative and industry.  In respect of Adler’s theory, Branson’s 

behaviour was teleological in that his commitment toward the work, social and community takes 

of life indicated a continued active-constructive lifestyle.  In the creative expression of his 

lifestyle, Branson drew on others’ knowledge to further his own goals, albeit they were not 

conscious, and (a) consulted his family when in trouble, (b) leading yet doing so subtly during 

adolescence, and (c) a way to confirm his private logic. 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory suggests Branson’s stealing and number of sexual 

relationships served as purposive – as a striving toward the fictional goals of acceptance, 

belonging and to overcome his inferiority feelings.  His private logic was that he would do what 

was necessary in order to be noticed and receive attention. 

As the socio-cultural environment was important to Branson’s developing sexuality, he 

experimented with his sexuality in terms of both Adlerian and Maslowian theory.  Further, in 

terms of Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory, Branson’s sense of inferiority continued at school due to 

his learning difficulties.  However, with his parents teaching him to change his viewpoint, as 

well as his creative logic in finding alternative ways to develop, Branson’s self-esteem began 

to improve, avoiding him developing an inferiority complex as espoused by Adler, and as a 

result of psychological blocking. 

Maslow (1954, 1970) held that we strive toward optimality and unless deprivation of a 

need is severe, we are able to survive psychologically and move toward optimality.  In keeping 

with this theoretical proposition, Branson moved ever-increasingly toward strengthening of his 

ego which formed the basis for his being able, at least at some level, to transcend his ego.  

Further, Maslow’s theory indicates Branson had fulfilled the basic physiological needs, a sense 

of love and belonging and a sense of safety within his family.  As such, this formed the 
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foundation for him being able to struggle psychologically for short periods when these needs 

were not met in adolescence.  He thus was able to be resilient at these times. 

In respect of Adler’s individual psychology, Branson’s striving toward superiority, the 

natural development process, highlighted that Branson was moving toward a healthy 

psychological development, and he purposively chose to act as if he could achieve his fantasy 

for acceptance and belonging.  This fantasy brought him closer toward social interest and in 

integrating into society as a useful individual contributing to humanity.  Branson creatively faced 

the tasks of life through an increasing active-participant lifestyle on the useful side of life. 

Adulthood 

Optimal Development  Individual Personality Development 

in Adulthood 

Physiological Needs 

 Needs fully met during 

adulthood 

 In a committed sexual 

relationship with second wife 

 Temporary difficulties sexually 

but these were overcome 

Safety Needs 

 A number of traumatic 

experiences but Branson 

managed to overcome these.  

Most traumas self-inflicted 

due to risk-taking in sporting 

adventures 

Love and Belonging Needs 

 Branson had a close 

relationship with his biological 

family as well as his hundreds 

of staff members, calling them 

‘family’ 

 Adulthood provided new 

situations to creatively 

express Branson’s lifestyle 

 Branson’s focus began 

shifting toward more social 

interests and philanthropic 

endeavours 

 The social task of life saw 

Branson engaging ever 

increasingly with global 

concerns, e.g. war, epidemics 

such as hiv and AIDS, 

humanitarian concerns and 

global warming 

 Branson’s private logic began 

taking fruition as he was 

recognized as a world player 

in business – whether admired 

or abhorred, Branson was 

fulfilling his life goal 

 Branson used more and more 

outlandish pranks in order to 

fulfil his life goals 
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 Branson enjoys a strong 

sense of love and belonging 

Esteem Needs 

 Esteem needs peaking during 

adulthood.   

 Branson opens many 

businesses, and when one 

fails, he is not deterred. 

 Expands into different areas of 

business and garners support 

from all sources indicated to 

assist him in building his 

business 

 Confidence level leads to him 

vying for world records in hot 

air ballooning and yachting 

Cognitive Needs 

 Cognitive needs met on a 

regular basis with Branson 

creatively working in his 

business and personal life 

Aesthetic Needs 

 No specific examples, but 

evidence of beautifying his 

surroundings 

Self-Actualisation 

 Branson displays 

fearlessness in business 

ventures, whilst protecting the 

‘downside’ 

 Adventures taken on grander 

scale 

 Branson embraced the sexual 

task  

 With time, Branson married 

and had children, fulfilling the 

love task 

 Branson did not fulfil the 

spiritual task in terms of belief 

in God per se, but rather 

became in awe of nature and 

all it offers.  Branson 

recognized his own mortality 

and accepted his place in the 

universe as miniscule 

 The task of self-regulation is 

fulfilled and Branson rejects 

his dishonesty in earlier years, 

having learned from it 

 Branson continued to express 

his lifestyle toward his fictional 

goal 

 Branson’s work task became 

more diverse 

 He married his first wife at a 

young age, divorced, but then 

married for a second time.  

Based on family perceptions, 

Branson has committed to a 

long term relationship, with 

children and grand children 

 Branson’s striving toward 

perfection is indicated through 

his being excited by facing 

challenges and aiming for 

success 

 That he made decisions 

based on intuition is evidence 
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 Branson thrives when not fully 

in control of a situation – 

pushes him toward meeting 

the challenges 

 Branson makes up his mind 

based on instinct and sets 

goals and works toward 

achieving them 

 Acceptance of self as human, 

and of others’ weaknesses 

 Continues to utilize others’ 

expertise to compensate for 

his own weaknesses 

 Acceptance of death as part of 

life 

 Branson continues to display 

spontaneity and flexibility in 

adapting to new situations 

 Reputation important to 

Branson – works toward 

ethical business and personal 

practices 

 Branson focuses on problems 

at hand, not getting caught up 

with extraneous issues 

 Money becomes a force for 

doing good in society 

 Branson escapes into nature 

for privacy and is able to 

detach himself from the 

freneticism of his working life 

 Branson enjoys living in the 

moment; savouring mundane 

aspects of life  

 Experiences peak moments in 

nature and is awed by the 

that Branson is driven by a 

private logic informing his 

choices 

 He continues to make creative 

changes in keeping with his 

apperception 

 He begins to move toward 

spirituality as per Adler’s 

assertion of one of the life 

tasks – spirituality not in the 

God sense, but in being more 

mindful and serving a cause 

greater than his self and the 

community, toward the 

cosmos 
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majesty in natural 

surroundings 

 Social interest expands to 

helping humanitarian causes 

at a global level 

 He has a few close 

relationships and a wide range 

of friends from all spheres, not 

discriminating on the basis of 

gender, class etc. 

 Branson is able to integrate 

fun into work, and to laugh at 

his self and his failings 

 Branson continues to 

creatively compensate for his 

dyslexia and to channel his 

ability to think ‘outside the box’ 

into his life 

 Branson resists enculturation 

and is his own unique being in 

the world, unfettered by 

dogmatism 

Transcendence 

 There are examples of 

Branson’s ability to transcend 

his ego and his self, toward 

more global issues such as 

environmental projects, e.g. 

development of fossil fuels, 

space exploration, ocean 

research and global warming.   

 

Similarities and Differences in Adulthood 

Both Maslow’s (1954, 1970) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theories indicated similarities 

during Branson’s adulthood related to (a) socio-cultural environment in which Branson was 
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moving toward self-actualisation, (b) his movement away from ego-centred endeavours toward 

a greater purpose, and (c) the direction of his personality development towards social benefit.  

The theories recognized that the cultural climate merged with Branson’s development and that 

he achieved meaningful relationships due to the strength of his identity and ability to share with 

another.  In respect of Adler’s theory, his usefulness was made manifest through his focus on 

social interest and feelings of acceptance. 

Central to the view of Branson’s personality development during this phase is his 

passion for social occupation and expansion into Maslow’s conceptualization of 

transcendence.  That is, Branson’s interests moved beyond caring for humanity, to global and 

environmental challenges.  At this point Branson has begun to transcend beyond his ego. 

Spiritually, in terms of Maslow’s theory, Branson experienced numinous moments and 

despite not believing in God, is seen to partly fulfil the spiritual task as espoused by Adler 

(1929).  Also, a greater personality development toward the spiritual task of being immersed in 

the cosmos. 

Overall, in terms of both theoretical viewpoints, Branson reacted to situations in ways 

previously indicated.  His fictional goal of acceptance and a sense of belonging continued to 

be acted out in ways that he marketed his business interests – i.e. the theme of being taken 

notice of is perpetuated into his adulthood.  In accordance with Maslow’s theoretical paradigm, 

Branson Branson’s industrious and purposiveness has largely been achieved in adulthood.  

This is in sync with Adler’s (1929, 1956) concept of Branson’s creative compensations to the 

situations indicated and his unity of movement towards his goal.  His (a) leaning lifestyle was 

indicated by independence, (b) his active useful lifestyle is indicated by his involvement in social 

interests and achieving the life goals and commitment to work and productivity, and (c) his 

increasingly useful lifestyle on a global scale which incorporated the tasks of work, love and 

sex – in order to achieve personal power and superiority. 

What is fundamentally different between the two theories, though both fall within the 

humanistic paradigm, is that Maslow (1970) included the aspect of transcendence which aspect 

was the later addition to the theory. 

Further, Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory indicated a level of control and choice that 

Branson exercised in his choice of his second wife, who, prima facie, can be likened to his 

mother’s personality, and included in a thread of lifestyle.  Both theories indicated that 

Branson’s behaviour throughout this period was situational.  Maslow’s (1970) theory suggested 

Branson’s identity solidified during this time, to be shared with others in the face of work and 

love.  From an Adlerian perspective, it could be argued that Branson’s spirituality is at the level 

akin to social interest and a love of nature and all that it encompasses.  Within the Adlerian 



259 

 

  

perspective, Branson continued to strive towards his fictional goal during adulthood, with each 

situation showing a creative compensation and adaptation to the tasks of life.  In the way that 

he has broadened his social interests to incorporate a more global focus, is indicative of the 

expansion of creativity to encompass more philanthropic endeavours such as being involved 

in the fight against HIV and AIDS, and against other injustices such as gay and lesbian rights.  

The findings, therefore, indicate the nature of Branson’s behaviour is increasingly toward social 

benefit vs benefit to his self. 

Significant, is that both Adlerian and Maslowian theory held that Branson’s behaviour 

was and still is, based on personal choice, toward an unconscious but purposive goal.  Each 

theorist has the same ending point, though their starting points are different.  That being said, 

Maslow sees it as biological and Adler as psychological, although the biological referred to by 

Maslow results in the psychological development of personality. 

The findings further indicate Branson’s impulsivity has decreased over time, and in 

keeping with both theoretical viewpoints, has become increasingly grounded in reality.  

Branson gradually overcame feelings of inferiority through finding acceptance and a sense of 

superiority through leading a large organization and managing to settle into the tasks of life.  In 

this way, Branson has managed, through creative responses to his environment, to consciously 

change his life from a childhood of inferiority and feelings of rejection. 

Whether Branson has manipulated people to achieve his own fictional goal, is debatable.  As 

indicated, he is dyslexic and this organic inferiority led him to creatively attempt to overcome 

the inferiority through strengthening the organ (as per Adler, 1929) by determinedly forcing 

himself to write, and to utilize others’ skills in which he lacked, to gain control. In surrendering 

to others’ expertise requires trust, and the data indicates that Branson’s strong sense of identity 

led him to trust others to help him achieve his goals. 

Finally, both theories highlighted the limitations of human development, in that it 

stresses the need for others, in a reciprocal manner.  That is, community needs us and we 

need community in order to survive, and both theories point to the vital role of society in general. 

9.4.1.8 Summary of Findings 

Both Maslow (1954, 1970) and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theories considered the 

biopsychosocial as well as cultural and historical influences of situations and experiences in 

Branson’s personality development.  Adlerian theory indicated that Branson holds a socially 

useful lifestyle whose movement was guided purposively towards a fictional goal of acceptance 

and recognition through creative, concrete expressions of personal superiority.  Maslow’s 

theory held that Branson has not had any major thwarting of needs in the hierarchy of his 
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needs, and has managed, despite dyslexia, to become a functional, self-actualised individual 

who has survived in society to the extent that he has moved from ego satiation, toward 

transcending his ego at some level.  Thus, both theories have shown that, despite nuanced 

differences in their conceptualization that Branson’s personality development has ultimately 

been socially beneficial, despite his critics and naysayers arguing otherwise. 

9.5 Conclusion 

It is hoped this chapter has provided an integrative psychological presentation and 

discussion of Branson’s personality development according to Maslow’s (1954, 1970) theory 

of optimal personality development, and Adler’s (1929, 1956) theory of individual psychology.  

In some instances the theoretical frameworks fit perfectly into Branson’s life, with each of the 

pieces falling into place.  At other times, there has been an imperfect fit.  This is the nature and 

value of psychobiographical research.  The ambiguity and the lack of fit are possible indications 

for where the theories need to be extended and further tested, refuted and retested. 

The psychobiographical case study research method is not simply about the individual 

personality, but also the theories utilized.  The analytical generalization derived from the study 

through the testing of the theories was facilitated by the use of the single case study.  The 

results of the study indicated that Branson’s life generally conformed to the conceptualization 

of Maslow’s theory toward optimality, despite his imperfections, an aspect also accounted for 

by Maslow.  Further, Branson’s personality development conformed to the more dynamic 

development process posited by Adler towards the creative striving for superiority.  There 

definitely was a deep thread that ran through Branson’s life, from birth, in terms of his striving 

toward fictional goals based on his own inferiorities and the creative manner in which he 

compensated therefor.   

Ultimately, it is the researcher’s opinion that the study can be recognized as a positive 

demonstration of the value of both theories in understanding the processes of psychological 

and personality development in an individual’s life. 
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CHAPTER 10 

LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

10.1   Chapter Preview 

 The chapter concludes the study.  The aim of the study is revisited, followed by the researcher’s 

experience of the potential limitations of the psychobiographical method.  Additional impacting limitations 

are then delineated.  Several recommendations and considerations for future research are expanded from 

insights arising during the research process.  A last word on Maslow’s (1954, 1970a) and Adler’s (1929, 

1956) theories concludes the study. 

10.2   The Aim of the Study Revisited  

   The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe Branson’s development, to date.  

According to Edwards (1998), this aligns with the exploratory-descriptive nature of psychobiography 

entailing an accurate and detailed description of a single case, to providing an in-depth understanding of 

the person within their unique context. 

   The process also included informally ‘testing’ the propositions of Maslow’s (1943b, 1970a) and 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) theories.  The descriptive-dialogic approach (Edwards, 1998) formed a dialogue 

between the conceptualisations and theoretical propositions (Fouché, 1999; Stroud, 2004) presented.  The 

limitations and recommendations for future studies, are now outlined with particular reference to (a) the two 

conceptual models, (b) the psychobiographical case study method and (c) the psychobiographical subject. 

10.3 The Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future Research 

10.3.1   Optimal Personality Development 

With respect to the many criticisms of Maslow’s (1970b) theory in particular, all paradigms are 

subject to criticism of both their creators and tenets, and the perspective selected for this study is no 

exception.  Criticisms are outlined in Chapter 3, but are worth revisiting.  Firstly, Maslow described his 

theory as being based on observational, experimental, and clinical facts and viewed it as a “theoretical 

offering” which others would criticise, utilise, and improve upon over time (Hoffman, 1988, p.188).  Modern 

researchers and clinicians have incorporated, tested, and utilised the framework for human needs and 

behavioural motivation theory, as Maslow hoped they would: “My fellow scientists can proceed with less 

passion, personal involvement and heat-in the cool manner of science – to check whether I was right or 

not” (Maslow, 1996, p.30).  Maslow was committed to building a flexible, responsive, and valid model of 

human behaviour, motivation and personality.     

   The model also demonstrates the development of the social sciences, since his revisions were 

motivated by advancements in knowledge, including new theories and paradigms, empirical studies, 
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rigorous analysis, and further reflection. Unfortunately, before formalizing Transcendence, Maslow died.  

Nevertheless, this concept has propelled his theory to create a new level of growth motivation, from ego-

based and individual, to altruistic and humanitarian.  This far-reaching assertion is, in the researcher’s view, 

a giant step in the movement toward a theory against which human development can be tested.  In South 

Africa, indeed in countries of the developing world, Maslow’s (1970b) theory can be used as a blueprint, at 

a macro level, to assist governments to formulate policies for the upliftment of those stuck trying to satiate 

deficiency needs.  Implementing such programmes will allow future generations to develop optimally.  It will 

also go a long way to alleviating the social ills associated with thwarting of basic needs, including violence, 

criminality and the survival of the fittest. 

   In terms of the synthesis Maslow’s theory with Branson’s life, to date, the study supports Maslow’s 

assertion that the hierarchy of needs is not always clear-cut and linear.  Oftentimes, Branson’s needs were 

not always clear, overlapping more than one concept simultaneously.  For example, creativity as a self-

actualising quality is difficult to contain as a single element as it can be applied across many situations.  

The same applies to many of the needs, and acknowledged by Maslow.  Classification of needs therefore 

becomes a guiding principle, an imperfect marriage, rather than a perfect fit, between Maslow and Branson. 

This may be due to the fact that Branson is, after all, human, and Maslow’s theory is itself unable to fully 

capture all the idiosyncrasies of personality.  Notwithstanding, Maslow did allow for the imperfections of 

humanity, despite that Branson is sui generis. 

10.3.2   Individual Personality Development 

In comparison with the Optimal Personality Development, Adler’s (1929) theory of individual 

personality appeared to provide an inadequate developmental and explanatory framework to holistically 

conceptualise Branson’s personality development.  It was difficult, given the shallowness of most of the 

data obtained from the literature, to unpack Branson’s personality adequately and to form a coherent and 

consistent view of personality development.  

 This has alerted the researcher to the importance of data content and the vitality of the fit between 

the theory adopted, and the subject chosen in a study.  As the researcher wanted a second theoretical 

paradigm against which to compare Maslow’s conceptualization of the subject’s life thus far, it is unfortunate 

that she chose Adler’s theory.  However, despite the failings of using this theory, the researcher is of the 

opinion that it indeed highlighted the aspects not covered by Maslow, being organ inferiorities and their 

psychological impact, as well as the order of birth of a person.  However, to counteract the contribution of 

birth order, what is evident in both theories is the fact that each individual is unique, and the researcher 

found that not all of what Adler said regarding the first born, to be relevant in the case of Branson.  For 

example, the personality traits of rule-consciousness, seriousness and conservatism were not found in the 

literature examined.   
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What has been found significant, however, is the consideration of a fictional goal in development 

through the unified striving and expression of lifestyle.  The researcher was aware of the difficulty in 

formulating a tentative fictional goal as Adler (1929, 1956) noted it can only be traced, but if “purposely 

sought it is rarely obtained” (p. 8).  Thus, a different interpretation of Branson’s fictional goal could have 

resulted in completely a different view of his personality development.  This potential limitation, in the 

researcher’s view does not, however, reduce the complexity of the study or the fact that it may at least add 

some credence to understanding Branson’s personality development.  The researcher contends that if 

future research were to re-formulate Branson’s fictional goal, further insights could be gained into his 

personality development.  As such, this limitation is also a value that is congruent with psychobiographical 

research as it allows the potential re-contextualisation of Branson’s life thus far.  

What is further a limitation is that it was difficult, in terms of available meaningful data, to draw on 

childhood experiences toward creative striving to the goal, as it holds more relevance to adolescence and 

adulthood.  Further, as the expression of the lifestyle is towards a fictional goal, future research into 

Branson’s personality could consider more in-depth exploration of possible concrete expressions towards 

the goal, such as (a) Branson’s specific behaviours to achieve his leadership role in business, (b) whether 

his diffident charm has in fact been a ruse to cover his feelings of inferiority and so are actually part of what 

Adler refers to as an inferiority complex and a psychological blocking (and therefore pathological) rather 

than a healthy striving, and (c) his possible creation of a persona that has become so entrenched that it 

has become part of his personality, a more fixed component. 

10.4   Limitations of the Psychobiographical Method in this Study 

Psychobiography can be defined as the systematic investigation of a life that employs an explicit 

theory (Runyan, 1982b) and is a method of interpretation and analysis that has been the subject of 

significant controversy among social science researchers, theorists, and scholars.  Some espouse 

psychobiography’s unique contribution to the understanding of phenomenological experiences, while others 

dismiss the study of individuals as non-generalizable and thus worthless.  This work has not intended to 

settle this debate; rather its aim has been to apply Maslow’s (1954, 1970a) theory and Adler’s (1929, 1956) 

theory of human personality development to the life of Branson with a view to analysing the factors and 

particular trajectory contributing to the underlying assumptions and components of the theories.  The aim 

was also to compare the theories as they pertain to the study of Branson. 

10.4.1   Researcher-Subject Relationship 

 The researcher noted a pattern over time regarding her feelings towards the subject, beginning 

with curiosity and excitement as she has long admired the ability, through media exposure, of Branson to 

rise above his learning challenges, to manage an enormous business empire, to travel the world and to 

pursue adventurous interests.  The researcher was in awe of the person and his lifestyle.  The researcher 

has also struggled academically, and she has a passion for travel and adventure.  This curiosity changed 
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during the course of the study to exhaustion due to the many hours of reading about the subject and 

analysing his life, to the point of frustration.  By the end of the fifth year of immersing herself in the human 

being that is Richard Branson, the researcher at times had a flagrant dislike of him, which, on reflection, 

seems to be that of projection – the researcher realised she had initially idealised the subject, but in reading 

his autobiography and other literature written by him, as well as a critical analysis of his life by Bower (2008), 

as well as analysing his life, came to the conclusion that he is, after all, human.  The dislike of Branson 

reached a point where she longed to have studied a different individual.     

   However, further investigation, time lapses, and review of the data, allowed the researcher 

exposure to wider samples of the subject’s thoughts and behaviour resulting in a more balanced view.  

What came as a pleasant surprise is that the researcher found a plethora of supporting data for Maslow’s 

(1970b) conceptualisation of transcendence pertaining to Branson, which aspect could be equated with 

Adler’s (1929, 1956) conceptualization of spirituality. This contradicted her initial assumption when she 

viewed him as individualistic and hedonistic. 

   The study led her to ponder the meaning of her own life.  She questioned whether she was still in 

a state of ego satiation and self-absorption, or whether she is contributing to issues beyond herself, to the 

community.  The journey has been tough, both personally and professionally, as the researcher is a 

psychologist in private practice and works with what Maslow would refer to as average people; those with 

defence mechanisms, insecurities, fears and anxieties, as well as many poor people.  It was therefore a 

strange exercise to focus on the issue of health and the trajectory toward optimality.  It led the researcher 

to realise we all have the potential to become optimally developed and has influenced the manner in which 

she now works professionally.  In this sense, she is acutely aware of both deficiency and growth needs.  In 

work, she is more inclined to examine blockages to self-actualisation and explore possibilities for clients’ 

lives.  Interestingly, in conducting intake interviews with clients, she now focuses more on basic need 

satisfaction and has observed that in many cases, there is a glaring deficit in the fulfilment of the basic 

physiological and safety needs.  This leads to challenges in respect of all higher need fulfilment. 

   In terms of Branson, the researcher’s process of continually reflecting on her reactions allowed for 

the continuation of a balanced and empathic perspective.  The researcher tried to maintain a balanced 

stance whilst seeking to explore and describe the selected variables of the subject’s life, which practice 

nurtured the possibility of the subject revealing himself via the material studied.  However, this was difficult, 

given the researcher’s subjectivity, and a knawing feeling that Branson may, after all, be a farce.  

   Further, the extensive amount of data reviewed, and the researcher’s consideration of the 

researcher-subject relationship required the process be completed over a much longer time than 

anticipated.  This proved imperative to allow for periodical re-examination of material to extract themes as 

accurately as possible, and to process the data from a position of temporal distance.  This ongoing process 

has allowed the researcher to assimilate, revisit, and describe her findings over time.  This led to an increase 
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in the level of reliability by not confining findings to specific periods of discovery and perception of the 

subject, and therefore her relationship toward the subject.     

   Ultimately, the researcher is at a point where she has experienced the intrinsic bias endemic in 

qualitative research.  This has led to experiential learning and the power of fully engaging in a process, 

rather than being a scientific observer.  There is no doubt that, given a different researcher, with an 

alternative choice of theory, there would be a unique outcome.  Also, if the researcher were to use, 

specifically, a psychoanalytic theoretical framework, conclusions might result in Branson being labelled 

histrionic or at least in some way, tainted from childhood and a result of his mother’s sculpting. 

10.4.2 Cross-Cultural Sensitivity 

   The researcher did not, as earlier anticipated, experience the cultural divide between herself and 

the subject as a significant limitation.  Although South African, the researcher’s ancestors are Anglo-Saxon, 

and many of the values and beliefs of the subject’s family were similar.  Also, the subject could relate to 

most of the people about whom Branson spoke.  The process of gathering information regarding the 

subject’s socio-historical context was facilitated by readings on peripheral issues and events of the subject’s 

context, and also by the extended period conducting the study.   

10.4.3   Reductionism 

   The researcher experienced the opportunity to utilise the eugraphic perspective as strange at first, 

but over time, saw it as a fresh and most welcoming deviation from the predominant pathographic 

frameworks usually employed in the study of humans.  The researcher did, however, find the use of an 

exclusively eugraphic perspective challenging especially when reading Bower’s (2008) work which is 

orientated toward describing the subject as an egocentric megalomaniac.  The further challenge was that, 

though there was a plethora of data, the researcher sometimes struggled to find adequate information that 

suited the qualities in Maslow’s (1970a) conceptualisation of self-actualisation, and those pertaining to 

Adler’s concepts.  It was also difficult to remain within the boundaries of the research questions to introduce 

an additional perspective, such as dyslexia and the effect of this and short-sightedness on achievement.   

   Reductionism via neglect of context has been largely addressed by the researcher’s continued 

consideration of the context of the subject over time.  However, the difficulty arose with regard to specific 

developmental periods.  By this is meant that the researcher utilised Maslow’s (1970b) theory and Adler’s 

(1929, 1956) theory wherein childhood, adolescence and adulthood formed the structure in which to couch 

the relevant data.  Whilst initially trying to use socio-historical and cultural contexts as main headings in 

relation to the subject’s life to date, it proved too piecemeal as the quality of data was poor.  As mentioned, 

most literature on Branson is on business and repetition of his views, with not much about the man himself.  

Ultimately, therefore, the researcher found the analysis more superficial than it was hoped. 

10.4.4   Analysing an Absent Subject 
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   The researcher experienced ambivalence regarding this aspect.  Whilst analysing an absent 

subject removed the requirement of the creation of a therapeutic environment for interaction, thus reducing 

the demands on the clinician-researcher, the lack of access to an unlimited range of possible interactions 

was regrettable.  

   However, the researcher is reticent to identify the absence of the subject as limiting.  This is 

because, although the researcher did not meet and discuss anything personally, this was balanced by a 

voluminous amount of biographical data as well as interviews and internet access to his Virgin website, 

which data provided opportunities to gain samples of the subject’s thoughts and behaviour during his life, 

to date.  Furthermore, as Branson has a well-oiled marketing department, with many of his views being 

repeated through interviews, etcetera, it is unlikely any new information could be gleaned from a personal 

encounter. 

10.4.5   Exclusivity and Integrity  

   The researcher’s experience of this potential limitation is contradictory to criticisms that the study 

may be quickly or easily completed.  The completion required in-depth study which has been extremely 

time-consuming and challenging.  Further, the assimilation of the extensive volume of data and the 

application of a psychological theory to a focused research question resulted in a lengthy writing and 

analysis period. 

   The researcher’s findings suggest criticisms of exclusivity to be invalid. Firstly, Branson was 

selected because of his unique personality, not his membership of any specific social grouping or elite 

sector of the population.  Secondly, exploration of his achievements, struggles and experiences has 

confirmed that the study of his life has allowed for the valuable investigation of a unique individual whose 

characteristics have been acknowledge across social, cultural and indeed, global strata.   

10.4.6   Inflated Expectations 

   This consideration initially presented itself.  However, over time, the experience served to reinforce 

the researcher’s perception of the study as providing only one possible interpretation of Branson’s life from 

a specific theoretical perspective.  The appreciation of this perception has stimulated the researcher’s 

recommendation of further investigation from alternative perspectives.  The researcher concluded that 

Branson is, after all, human, subject to weakness and failure. 

10.4.7   Validity and Reliability  

   Issues regarding validity and reliability were catered for, with the consequence that the study has 

acceptable levels of validity and reliability.  A limitation in terms of internal validity between the planning 

and implementation phases of this study was that the researcher had intended to use, but decided against, 

the triangulation of analysts.  However, Professor Dirk Odendaal, the researcher’s supervisor, obtained 
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useful commentary and advice from Professor Roelf van Niekerk, which knowledge was passed on.  With 

Professor Odendaal’s input, the researcher was able to significantly address inadequacies and/or paucities.  

As the study commenced, the researcher noted the extensive time required to conduct the analysis process, 

revealing the impracticability of both the substantial funding as well as time constraints required for a full 

independent analysis to take place.  Notwithstanding, the triangulation of data sources and use of 

comparative theory has increased the level of internal validity and the study has retained its integrity.     

  However, as previously noted triangulation of data has also been a limiting factor due to a dearth 

of antagonistic or confirming data being available.  This is partly due to Branson’s owning his own publishing 

company and published material being personally sanctioned by him.  This aspect is, in the researcher’s 

view, a significant criticism of the study in that there is a paucity of alternative sources from which to glean 

data.  What is supportive is that all data obtained was in the public domain and the researcher was able to 

obtain information from the internet, interviews and biographical material. 

10.4.8   Ethical Issues 

  The researcher exercised ethical sensitivity.  This has necessitated several key qualities during the 

process: a) only data in the public domain was utilised, b) the research focused for an extended period on 

the data to ensure that collection was as expansive as possible, c) interpretations have, as far as possible, 

been based on the triangulation of multiple sources and two theories instead of biased or superficial 

investigation, and d) the eugraphic nature of the study illustrated respect and consideration of Branson. 

10.5   Specific Limitations of this Study 

   The findings of this study are subject to the impact of several limitations unique to the exploration 

of the life of Branson according to the chosen theoretical framework.  

Firstly, the subject may draw criticism for not being South African, when there is a call to analyse 

the lives of people who have played an important role in the county’s democracy, or indeed extraordinary 

individuals in South Africa.  This contention is countered by the fact that Branson’s achievements, despite 

his learning challenges, can be a great source of inspiration to South Africans who are often faced with 

similar learning difficulties.  The study proves that, no matter what one’s circumstances, there are 

opportunities to rise above the struggles and achieve optimally.  Secondly, Branson’s commitment to those 

less fortunate in the form of Virgin Leadership School in South Africa, financial and social contributions to 

HIV and AIDS, world conflict and global environmental issues, has made him an international figure of 

interest and stimulates global investment and goodwill in Africa from other sources.  The fact that he is 

influential in business and political circles has led him to have power to influence others to participate in 

assisting Africa generally, and South Africa specifically.  

Contemporary psychology is strongly influenced by a hedonistic perspective (Slife, 2004).  

Consequently, psychological health, and personality research in general, is usually defined as the 
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achievement of happiness and the absence of problems.  Though Maslow began his research in this vein, 

his conceptualization of self-actualisation and transcendence moved toward maturity and eudemonic, 

meaning-centred definitions of psychological health.  This is perhaps a saving grace in the current study; 

that we are moving beyond the ego and individualism, to a beginning to examine lives with a view to 

expanding consciousness toward a more holistic contribution.  In respect to Adler’s theory, it is the 

researcher’s view that despite the differences to Maslow’s conceptualization of personality development, 

this theory has added great value, with the ultimate healthy individual being someone who moves beyond 

ego and individual, to social interest.  The researcher believes that, together with the tremendous damage 

we are witnessing in the world caused by power and greed, and the concomitant destruction of families, 

communities and our beloved earth, it is not too soon that we begin, as psychologists, to contribute to 

debates that take the world toward a new, more respectful order.  Psychologists, in the researcher’s opinion, 

have a pivotal role to play in assisting up and coming psychologists to further investigate mental health and 

practical ways to achieve this in a dynamic environment. 

  As described earlier, the researcher experienced the process of reporting in terms of the research 

aim as a challenge and a limitation of the potential of biographical and autobiographical material available.  

It is essential to acknowledge the almost unlimited potential for additional interpretations of the data from 

various psychological perspectives, both eugraphic and pathogenic.  The pivotal role of Branson’s 

childhood and influences on his personality is also acknowledged.  Additional limitations relate to difficulties 

in triangulation of data, as expounded. The research has, throughout the study, had thoughts regarding the 

impact of society on Branson’s success, and so a comment follows. 

10.6 Comment on the impact of Society on Branson’s Life 

 In keeping with Maslow’s assertion that we be studied in context, the researcher thought it useful 

to comment regarding Branson.  This is diagrammatically depicted in Appendix M, p. 342. 

A knawing question is the impact that society and politics has or had on Branson’s success.  

Starting with his family and social origins, Branson was brought up within an educated, middle class family, 

being the grandson and son of lawyers.  Though he describes a childhood of frugality in the countryside, 

he went to Stowe Boarding School, a private and expensive boarding establishment, and went on summer 

holidays.  Whilst still a teen, he lived in his parents’ London apartment.  In addition, the female branch of 

his family acquainted him with self-employment.  As for education, Branson was accustomed to risk-taking 

from an early age, his parents setting him all sorts of physical challenges.  He was brought up in a rather 

marginal environment, with his parents inculcating autonomy and encouraging initiatives.  Account should 

therefore be taken of societal influence.   

It is without doubt that family and social origins prepared the entrepreneurial spirit of Branson, with 

society and the politico-economic providing a macro framework, to which we must add Branson’s age factor.  

Branson was a very young business-creator in his twenties at a time of seizure of power from the youth in 
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Britain.  In the mid-1960’s, Britain went through a major societal transformation, the British society suddenly 

freeing itself from the shackles of rules and conventions inherited from the Victoria era.  It was during this 

time that the British Parliament progressively modified legislation towards more individual freedom and 

equality: The Race Relations Act banning racial discrimination in public places (1965), the Abortion Act 

(1967), the National Health Service (Family Planning) Act which legalized birth control regardless of marital 

status (1967), the Sexual Offences Act which decriminalized homosexual acts in private (1967), the Murder 

Act which abolished the death penalty for murder in Britain (1965), and the Divorce Reform Act (1969), 

allowing de facto separation without evidence of fault).  During this decade, protests flourished against 

international controversial situations like the Vietnam War and the Rhodesia white-minority domination, with 

the youth denouncing domestic issues such as the questioning of the Welfare State and the disputable 

living and studying conditions of students.  Fortunately, as most demonstrations were peaceful, the then 

labour government’s Harold Wilson did not exercise force.  The consequent permissive environment 

allowed the youth to believe they were omnipotent.  During this time, the so-called “underground” 

improvement sprung up into the open.  Rejecting their parents’ consumerist lifestyle, the anti-establishment 

youth organized to freely live their sexual, musical and drug experiments and express their views. 

During the 1970’s we should be cognisant of the fact that Margaret Thatcher was in power, 

encouraging privatisation, financial deregulation, free competition and business creation.  The 1980’s was 

indeed a golden age in Britain, synonymous with an explosion of consumerism: Most grown up baby-

boomers forgot their underground years and metamorphosed into customers wanting diversity and luxury.  

This turnaround would no doubt have incited Branson to change tactics and move with the times.  One can 

see this in action where he managed to adapt to his customers’ mind set by designing the concept of the 

megastores which spread throughout the world.  During this time, Branson was a wild entrepreneur in his 

thirties in a context of economic liberalism and free-enterprise promotion.   

The 1990s saw a decline in economic growth, at which time Branson matured as a businessman.  

He was able to adapt to changes and progress, which success was bolstered by an era of sustained 

economic growth under Labour Leadership.  From this point of view, Branson’s economic actions may be 

attributed to conditioning from societal factors that limited his ability to act on his own.   

From 2000 to 2015, Branson has entered into full maturation in his business activities as well as 

his personal life.  In that the risks he has taken, and the investments he has made across the globe have 

resulted in his becoming part of a unique group of the mega-wealthy in the world.  In terms of his risk-taking 

behaviour, we have seen a decline in his willingness to take great risks.  This, the researcher attributes to 

both his maturation in terms of age, as well as psychological development.   

10.7   Recommendations for Future Research 

   This study highlights the potential for additional psychobiographical exploration of the life of 

Branson from other theoretical perspectives.  The researcher perceives this study as a particularly well-
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sprung platform for further investigation of the aspects of health-oriented functioning in Branson’s life.  The 

researcher would particularly like to see a study conducted from Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal 

Development.  It is with tongue-in-cheek that the researcher admits the comparison of two theories from 

the same ‘stable’ so to speak, has been a flaw of the current study.  This realization has unfortunately come 

post-study and the researcher should have been more circumspect in choosing Adler as the comparative 

theory.  She realizes a completely different flavour of theory may have added a more valid comparison, and 

Piaget’s Cognitive Theory or Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development may have been more useful.  A 

different comparative study could have addressed four major questions related to Maslow’s: (a) uncertainty 

regarding its theoretical content, (b) the need for a systematised and unified theory, (c) the lack of 

consensus amongst experts regarding its main attributes, and (d) the lack of an operationalised definition 

(Leclerc et al., 1998; Summerlin & Bundrick, 1996). 

A further gap in the research points to the fact that, even during his adulthood, the subject controlled 

his interviews and as he owns a publishing company, all material was published through this medium, 

making it essentially one-dimensional.  The only book the researcher found that was written independently 

was that of Bower (2008) which was, in contrast to the theoretical framework adopted herein, essentially 

pathographic.  The other reference used is the autobiography of the subject’s mother, Eve Branson.  For 

all intents and purposes, her son was and is, adored by her and the data regarding her son is subjective.  

Thus, one could conclude that the person who is Branson is not a real self, but a carefully constructed 

marketing brand, an image, a pseudo-self which, over time, has been internalised by Branson to the point 

where he is unable to separate from this persona.  This would make for an interesting research project. 

      The researcher experienced the psychobiographical research process as a challenging, 

scientific and literary undertaking.  It is therefore recommended as a valuable addition to enthusiastic 

researchers’ portfolios.  Particularly, the biographical slant of psychobiographical research presents 

opportunities to develop skills particular to the presentation of both an intriguing life story, as well as an 

empirical interpretation thereof.  The rising body of research in psychobiography can benefit from additional 

contributions regarding lives across various social, historical and cultural strata.     

   Psychobiographical studies of personalities of interest are recommended as an essential goal 

within our particular context, as they assist in identifying factors which may assist in the positive 

development of children in our eclectic socio-historical and cultural milieu.  South Africans who have risen 

to greatness, despite impaired satisfaction of basic needs are promising subjects.  Such investigation may 

contribute to further development of Maslow’s and Adler’s theories, and inform government of policy to 

effect change at grassroots level. 

10.8 Conclusion 

   In this final chapter, the aim of the study was revisited.  The limitations, value, and 

recommendations for future research was presented.  This study has contributed to the number of 
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psychobiographies completed in academic settings in South Africa.  Psychobiography ultimately, serves to 

enrich our understanding of humanity in psychosocial and personality development (Stroud, 2004).  Maturity 

is associated with greater complexity and the ability to tolerate paradox.  Maturity involves having core 

values, an inner sense of knowing of what is right for oneself.  Ultimately, how this inner knowing evolves 

and the appreciation of the process of development are more important to the mature personality than 

reaching a specific goal (Maslow 1954, 1970). In addition, as each person is unique the motivation for self-

actualization leads people in different directions (Kenrick, D. T., Neuberg, S. L., Griskevicius, V., Becker, 

D. V., & Schaller, M. (2010).  “The potential to self-actualise is something that lies within us all” (Green & 

Kay, 2014).  As Maslow (1970) highlighted, we all follow our own paths. 

After immersing herself in this academic exercise over the past years, the researcher has come to 

the conclusion that optimal development is possible, with challenges that block us from this level of intrinsic 

peace of mind.  The researcher would attribute blockages such as low-self-esteem, fear and anxiety, guilt, 

remorse and shame as stumbling blocks.  There is no doubt that the process of personality development 

begins very early in life.  Children learn from adults the core values which remain intrinsic to their self.  We 

can teach them that mistakes are part of life and assist in building their self-esteem.  The biggest obstacle 

to maturity seems to be fear, which can paralyse.  Fear of any kind is debilitating, preventing us from taking 

the risks required to explore our own being. 

It can be challenging to move past blockages toward optimality.  Maslow asserted “Circumstances 

may cause us to regress to a particular stage and we need to fulfil that need again; once fulfilled, we can 

Moe forward and not be fixated.  As psychologists, it is imperative that we understand how the brain works, 

the creative process, and that everything that exists begins inside and then brought to form outside.  In 

South Africa, we seem to have a pandemic of individuals suffering with low self-esteem and feelings of 

worthlessness.  Fears, worries and anxiety emanating from dysfunctional families and a sick society 

unfortunately block many from fully developing their personalities. Many are stuck in survival mode, on 

getting basic needs met.  We therefore have a role to advocate for healthy environments and to assist those 

who are psychologically unhealthy, to creatively change their lives. 

In conclusion: 

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.  Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond 
measure.  It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us.  We ask ourselves, who am I to 
be brilliant, gorgeous, talented or fabulous?  Actually, who are you not to be?  You are a child of 
God.  Playing small does not serve the world.  There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that 
others won’t feel insecure around you.  We are all meant to shine, as children do.  We were born 
to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.  It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone.  And 
as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give others permission to do the same.  As we are 
liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others (Williamson, M. (1992, 
pp.190-191). 
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APPENDIX A: Illustration Depicting Maslow’s Original (1943, 1954) Hierarchy 
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APPENDIX B:  Maslow’s hierarchy (1970) of Needs Illustrated 

           Reid-Cunningham, A.R. (2008) 
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APPENDIX C: Illustration Depicting Updated Version of Maslow’s Hierarchy (1970) 

(Preston, 2015) 
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APPENDIX D:  HISTORICAL PERIODS OF THE LIFE OF BRANSON 

Childhood and Teenage Years  

1950 – 1970 

 It was during a phase of momentous political and social change in Britain’s history, on 15 July 1950 

that Richard Ted Branson was born in Blackheath, London, England, conceived out of wedlock, and born 

after the couple married. At the time, Britain was recovering from World War II; money was scarce due to 

economic challenges in the country, coupled with Branson’s father, Ted’s inadequate salary as a junior 

barrister.  Though uncommon at the time, Eve (Branson’s mother), supplemented the family income through 

various entrepreneurial ventures (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  This money seems to have helped sustain the 

family. Two sisters were born into the family subsequent to Branson.  His sister, Lindy, was born in 1953 

and another female, Vanessa, was born in 1959 (Branson, 2012).  

Branson admits his childhood is something of a blur, but suggests there were several outstanding 

and memorable episodes (Branson, 2007a).  One such memory occurred when Branson was still very 

young; at aged four, he recalls driving with his mother, when she stopped the car a few kilometres from the 

family home and told him to get out of the vehicle and find his way.  Another early memory was having to 

cycle a distance of more than eighty kilometres in winter.  This challenge by his mother led him to begin 

introjecting a sense of challenge by persevering and learning to swim at five, which event happened during 

a family holiday (Branson, 2002).  Branson’s best childhood friendship was with Nik Powell, who lived close 

to the Branson home.  Branson describes this relationship as being “based on affection and a strong 

element of competition.  I was determined to do everything better” (Branson, 1998, p. 27).  The friends did 

everything together, spending a lot of time outdoors, especially during the summer months.  This friendship 

endured into adulthood, despite there being several challenges over time.  During a young summer, Nik 

was given a new bicycle for his birthday.  The boys decided to do the ‘river run’, a game where each raced 

downhill, braking at the last moment on the riverbank.  On his turn, Branson was determined to ride faster 

and lost control, with the bicycle sinking into the river.  Nik became hysterical and though he tried to recover 

it, the bicycle was not salvaged.  Branson pleaded with his parents to replace it, which they did, the cost of 

which Branson (2012) asserts they could ill afford. 

  With respect to his sisters, Branson was different (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  Whilst they could relax 

and spend time playing quietly, Branson did not.  His mother describes how he was always busy, ‘he would 

never sit still’.  If he misbehaved, Eve threatened to smack him or let his father deal with him (Branson & 

Peppe, 2013).  The threats of beating happened regularly.  However, when Ted arrived home to hear of his 
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son’s misbehaviour, he would not punish Branson.  According to Eve, her husband was always too 

exhausted on arrival at home, and had to work into the night on law cases.    

  At the age of eight Branson went to boarding school.  He hated being away from home, and was 

always in trouble; “all I could feel was confusion and resentment towards my parents, and a terrible fear of 

what lay in store for me” (Branson, 1998, p.29).  During his third week at the school Branson was called 

into the headmaster’s study as he had broken a rule and was duly beaten.  Branson describes being beaten 

often for ‘mystery’ misdemeanours and poor school performance.  Branson, at age eight, could not read or 

write due to dyslexia.  This condition created seemingly unsurmountable struggles in schoolwork and 

behaviour.  However, contrary to academic challenges, Branson excelled at sport, becoming captain of the 

football, rugby and cricket teams.  For his sporting prowess, he won awards (Branson, 1998, p.31).  

Unfortunately, however, as he was being recognized and gaining confidence and a sense of belonging in 

the school, he twisted a ligament in his knee, was hospitalized, and advised not to play any sport again.     

  Branson’s parents became concerned at his failing every school subject led his parents to move 

him to a different school where there were no sports, in 1963.  He continued to struggle academically and 

with an even stricter regimen.  Branson was again punished corporally.  Branson (1998) cites the only 

consolation to help him cope in the school was the headmaster’s eighteen year old daughter, whilst he was 

fifteen.  This liaison had an unhappy ending as Branson was caught climbing out of the girl’s bedroom 

window by a teacher and summarily expelled.  However, Branson feigned threatened suicide by writing a 

letter and giving it to a peer whom he knew would do something about it.  As a result, the expulsion was 

overturned and he was allowed to continue at the school (Branson, 1998).  During his time at Stowe 

Boarding School, with no sport, and being banned from seeing the headmaster’s daughter, Branson spent 

his time in the school library.  During this time, he met Jonathan (Jonny) Holland-Gems, who was smart 

and knew a lot about the arts.  This relationship sparked Branson’s interest in newspapers and journalism, 

which friendship extended into his adulthood.   

  During the Easter holidays of the first year at Stowe, it seems his entrepreneurial endeavours were 

pioneered. Branson and his friend Nik decided to grow 400 Christmas trees (conifers).  They planted the 

trees in the hope of being able to sell them for a profit the following year.  Whilst away at boarding school, 

rabbits ate the saplings.  Branson was upset and he and Nik shot the rabbits and sold the carcasses to the 

local butcher.  Branson did not give up. The following holiday, Branson decided to breed budgies, reasoning 

he could sell them all year round.  However, he overestimated the demand for the birds and after returning 

to school, his mother opened the aviary and let them all go (Branson & Peppe, 2013).  Eve reports tiring of 

having to look after them as they bred rapidly and the responsibility was infringing on her own home industry 

(Branson & Peppe, 2013).  After returning to Stowe after the holidays, in February 1966, Jonny and Branson 

set up an alternative inter-school magazine which challenged the status quo.  With contributors, advertisers, 

distributors and costs all in place – at least on paper – Branson wrote his first business plan.  They decided 

on the name Student, as at the time there was much talk about ‘student power’.  As with the other 
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entrepreneurial projects, Branson’s mother, Eve lent the money to make telephone calls and post letters, 

and Jonny’s father arranged notepaper (Branson, 2012).  To run the administration of the magazine, 

Branson set up an office in his schoolroom study and made telephone calls from a phone booth.  Branson 

found creative ways to attract attention and would call large businesses to advertise, using a ruse to attract 

them.  He would pretend to be older to impress potential contributors and continued to work on the business 

which took a year to obtain the first success, being advertising space.  The other awakening in Branson in 

his teen years was sex.  During this time, Branson had a number of girlfriends during school holidays and 

came close to losing his virginity.  His first ‘official’ girlfriend was Rudi, a Dutch girl whom he would meet in 

the large school grounds and the couple would sleep under the stars – without the knowledge of the school! 

 Due to his interest in females, and the burgeoning business, Branson dropped all school subjects 

except ancient history, resulting in even more time to focus on the magazine.  He and Jonny took regular 

trips to London by train to conduct interviews for the magazine, leading, in 1967, to his deciding to drop out 

of school (Branson, 1998).  After leaving school without prematurely, Branson and Jonny moved into the 

basement of his parents’ house in London and gave down-and-outs off the streets a home. For 

entertainment Branson and Jonny went to nightclubs to entice girls who, if they were convinced to stay 

overnight, were the next day persuaded to help in the business.  The news of the magazine spread, and all 

the ‘young Turks’ who wanted change, worked without pay, eating whatever was available. At the time, 

Branson never worried about profit as he wanted only enough cash to produce the next magazine issue 

and pay the bills.  As the sales of grew, so were more advertisers attracted.   By default, Branson’s ambition 

to be a journalist was being replaced by the need to keep the magazine going.  At the time, Jonny focused 

on the editorials, whilst Branson was responsible for the marketing.  So, whilst his co-workers were 

interviewing and talking about music and politics, Branson focused more on the practicalities and the 

marketing, and while they sat around in the evenings getting stoned (high on drugs and alcohol), Branson 

was aware of keeping a clear head (Branson, 2012).  Despite the effort, fun and involvement of many, 

however, Student did not make money.  It was a constant struggle to break even, which led Branson to 

begin to think of ways to diversify.  He conceptualised Student magazine as the beginning of a range of 

services with key values.    A number of journalists from the National Press interviewed Branson, and he 

was able to gain more publicity. 

  Despite the beginnings of diversity, in autumn of 1968, Johnny decided to return to school to 

complete his studies.  To compensate for the loss, Branson asked Nik to join him, and the magazine began 

to recover.  Nik began a proper accounting system and along with the other youth of the era, they practiced 

free love. During a short relationship with one of the volunteers, Debbie, Branson had to face the fact that 

he had impregnated her.  Both Branson and Debbie decided on an abortion though in London at the time 

it was difficult to arrange, as the National Health Service (NHS) would not carry out an abortion unless 

Debbie had psychological or medical problems.  Branson could not afford a private abortion, which crisis 

led to Branson realizing there were many youths facing the same problem.  Seeing a gap in the market, 
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Branson started a helpline to assist with medical and psychological help, extending the service to issues 

such as homelessness.  This led to the opening of a Student Advisory Centre in the crypt of a church in 

central London in 1968.  A number of private and NHS (National Health Services) doctors agreed to give 

their services free or cheaply and a network of professionals was built.  However, The Student Advisory 

Centre encroached on the magazine time as Branson spent more time and energy on being a lay 

counsellor, advising pregnant girls and assisting those who were fearful of having caught a sexual disease.  

Due to this illegal service Branson was prosecuted under the 1917 Venereal Diseases Act which was 

intended to prevent charlatans from working as doctors.  However, as the Centre dispensed advice and not 

medicine, the criminal charges were eventually dropped (Branson, 2009a). 

Marketing and sales of Student magazine continued during this time, albeit at a reduced level.  One 

day in 1971, Branson saw a letter written to staff, by Nik, articulating that he wanted to take editorial and 

financial control of Student and Branson would become a general staff member, no longer being co-partner. 

Branson felt betrayed and hurt by his best friend’s behaviour, and decided to manipulate the situation 

(Branson, 2007).  Without revealing he had seen the communication, Branson told Nik that staff members 

were unhappy with his plans, but afraid of telling him. Branson then suggested Nik should leave the 

business before the staff asked him to leave, which he did.  Branson then asked the staff whether they 

wished to leave; they stayed. The Advisory service for the youth continued along with the magazine, and a 

trend noticed by Branson, where those who came in to speak about their problems or to work, spent a lot 

of time listening to music, which, in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s was political, expressing young people’s 

dreams of changing the world (Branson 1998).  This led him to decide to advertise and sell cheap records 

through the magazine. 

Adulthood 

1971 – 1980 

The first advertisement for records appeared in the final issue of the magazine.  As mail orders grew, 

Branson tried to sell the magazine with himself as editor.  But his vision did not suit potential buyers, and 

Student died a quiet death.  As Student had not been a resounding success, Branson decided on a different 

name for the mail-order record business, and the now famous Virgin brand was born. 

During late 1970 Branson travelled across the English Channel purchasing crates of vinyl records.  

There were restrictive marketing agreements limiting discounting, so he sold from the boot of his car, and 

marketed the records through dispersing leaflets. A breakthrough came when Branson received a large 

order from Belgium, but he intentionally broke the law by not paying the tax due in the UK. Apart from 

records, during the same year, Branson purchased, with a loan from the bank as well as family financial 

assistance, the Manor, a large country house.  The goal was to sell more records, and to attract important 

musicians such as Cat Stevens and Paul McCartney to record at the Manor.  Simon Draper, a South African 

relative, joined the business in 1971.  Simon’s passion and taste in music led to him becoming the record 
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buyer for both the mail order business and shops, which were being opened at a rapid rate, selling records 

and attracting youth. Nik was asked to return to the business to manage the finances, with Branson doing 

the marketing.  A programme of serious growth in the business ensued and Branson began to reap the 

benefits of expansion.    

  Just after buying the Manor, Branson met and fell in love with “a beautiful American girl called 

Kristen Tomassi” (Branson, 1998, p. 19).  Eve (Branson & Peppe, 2013) described how Kristen captivated 

the family.  It was during this time that customs officers also arrested and jailed Branson for tax evasion.  

His parents’ home was put up as security and Branson granted bail and released.   Eve, his mother, 

attended the court hearing and pleaded with the judge to release her son, whom she always referred to as 

‘Ricky’.  After the trauma, Branson offered Nik 40% of the newly formed Virgin Mail Order Records company. 

Nik’s financial management skills helped the business grow, but in January 1971 the Post Office strike led 

to the first Virgin Records shop opening.  Branson found creative new ways to welcome customers, with 

coffee and leisurely couches, and customers were allowed to stay in the shop for as long as they liked and 

the customer base increased as did Virgin’s reputation.  By Christmas 1972, fourteen shops had been 

opened.  The Virgin Record shops became very popular (Branson, 1998).  Selling records, recommending 

music, chatting to customers, going to pubs and clubs to hear bands play was a way of life.  Unfortunately 

treating shops like clubs began to spiral out of control, as customers would spend their days listening to 

music and taking advantage of the perks offered. 

Branson and his partners decided to set up Virgin Music, an extension of Virgin Records.  Simon 

would own 20% of the company, which would be separate from the Virgin Record shops.  In May 1973, 

Virgin Music released its first four albums, including Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells, which became number 

one in the best-selling records produced by retailers for the next 15 years, selling over thirteen million 

copies, making it the 11th best-ever selling album made in Britain.   

   During this time, the relationship between Branson and Kristen flourished, and the couple married 

on 22 July 1972 after a year of knowing one another.  He was twenty-two and Kristen twenty. After two 

years of marriage, however, difficulties emerged.  Kristen complained of never having any peace from the 

constant stream of Virgin staff and bands that entered the house (The Manor), and they both indulged in 

extra-marital affairs.  Branson felt he loved her more than she loved him, reasoning his affairs were casual, 

that he would not spend more than a night with another woman, but when Kristen started having affairs 

they turned into relationships.  Branson would drive Kristen to the house of a lover and begged her not to 

go inside and the next morning would beg her not to go back.  This led the marriage to go from bad to 

worse.  To try and patch up a marriage, the couple went to Cozumel. Together with another couple, they 

hired a skippered deep-sea boat.  At sea, a severe storm pounded the boat.  They swam to safety, whilst 

the rest were not seen again.  The adventure and near-death experience did not save the marriage as 

Kristen left.  Yet, Branson (1998) noted, the marriage may have failed because when they made love a 

painful rash would spread across Branson’s body.  He resorted to circumcision to try to stop the ab-reaction. 
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    As well as his marriage breaking up in 1974, Virgin Music was beginning to have problems.  There 

were many musicians, with few successes, and little cash flow.  Branson had a dilemma: they could save 

and not take risks, or use their last monies to sign up a band.   Branson signed The Sex Pistols and the risk 

paid off. The band made Virgin as a record company famous again and created a huge amount of publicity.  

The success was not without challenges, however.  In 1977 he received a second indictment, under the 

1889 Indecent Advertisements Act.  The reason was because the band had released their only album, 

Never Mind the Bollocks Here’s the Sex Pistols on the Virgin Records label.  The word “bollocks’ was 

considered unforgivably rude at the time.  Fortunately the charges were dropped in court as Branson hired 

a lawyer who convinced the court that the word was not rude. 

   After his failed marriage, Branson remained single for a while before meeting Joan Templeman, 

who was to become his second wife.  The couple met in 1976, when her husband was recording an album 

in Virgin Studios. The couple had a year-long affair, which became complicated when his first wife, Kristen 

arrived back and wanted to reconcile.  Branson became confused, ostensible because his parents had 

taught him to remain in a marriage despite challenges.  However, one evening Joan arrived at Branson’s 

house, stating she thought she would move in with him (Branson, 1998).  Whilst waiting for their respective 

divorces to be finalised, they flew to the Virgin Islands and he bought Necker Island on a whim.   

   On the business front, by 1977/78 Virgin was growing into a large company.  Sales were good, but 

in 1979 Margaret Thatcher was elected prime minister which led to interest rates increasing and the 

economy suffering.  Record sales dropped and Nik estimated Virgin would make a huge loss in 1980.  Nik, 

Simon, Ken and Branson spent hours arguing and several bands were cut.  Nik and Simon particularly were 

at loggerheads as Nik was determined to save money, but Branson and Simon felt that unless they spent, 

they would not get out of trouble.  They scraped enough money to sign on Phil Collins.  A couple of months 

after the financial crisis, they purchased two nightclubs, The Roof Garden and Heaven, a large gay 

nightclub.  As he thought Nik would disagree with the purchases, Branson signed the contracts secretly.  

Conflict followed, and Branson admitted he was unhappy with the professional relationship with Nik.  

Branson raised a loan and bought Nik’s share of Virgin.  According to Branson, Nik took some of his 

favourite parts of Virgin, including the film and video studios.   

In 1980, when 999Joan was six months pregnant, she became ill and needed an operation.  During 

this time Branson spent most of his time away working.  Joan had had enough of being alone, and one 

night he got home to find Joan had left a note, saying she was pregnant but afraid to tell him.  (Branson, 

1998).  Joan’s illness required an operation, which procedure prematurely triggered the birth process and 

Clare was born, dying from complications after four days.   

4.5.2   1981 - 1990 
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Despite the loss, the couple was determined to have another baby, and Joan became pregnant 

within a year, with daughter Holly being born in 1981. Unfortunately Branson was away on business at the 

birth and therefore unable to be a witness, despite being thrilled at the event.   

In the same year Virgin Music began making money.  Excess funds were used for new opportunities 

and Branson continued broadening the company’s interest so as not to rely on a narrow source of income.   

During this time, music on compact disc became popular, so records were resold on compact disc.  Also, 

Virgin became the leading independent record label, and began to dominate the music charts.  As the 

money pouring into the bank, Branson asserts he needed a new challenge (Branson, 2007).  It was during 

this time that Margaret Thatcher, the Prime Minister of Britain, charged Branson with the post of “little Tsar”.  

His title was representative of the government and with it the job of keeping Britain tidy.  Branson was 

recognised as a visible profile, not only as an entrepreneur, but as a responsible citizen, a role model.  The 

new challenge he needed led Branson, in 1984, to purchase an airline, despite his business partners being 

unhappy with the decision.  Branson solved the conflict by keeping the music business separate from the 

airline.  However, due to the disagreements, Branson and Simon’s relationship became increasingly 

strained (Branson, 1998). There were also challenges with the newly acquired airline.  On 19 June 1984, 

three days before the airline was to start flights, Branson went to Gatwick for a test flight to get final CAA 

approval.  Birds were sucked into the engine and it exploded.  Together with this, Branson had approached 

Coutts Bank for an overdraft extension but they declined.  Branson persevered, and managed to pull in 

enough from overseas to keep below the overdraft limit.  The pressures of buying an airline made Branson 

realise he needed someone with a strong financial acumen.  Don Cruickshank was hired and he sorted out 

the overdraft, sold the smaller businesses, and consolidated.  Virgin then listed on the London Stock 

Exchange.  The Virgin brand was becoming well known and diversification was on track. 

On the sporting front, Branson’s penchant for achievement led him to become attracted to winning 

the Blue Riband prize for Britain awarded to the fastest boat crossing the Atlantic Ocean.  At the same time 

a successful Atlantic crossing would attract publicity for his business.  With the 1985 challenge he began 

the hardest training of his life (Branson, 1998).  The attempt in the Virgin Atlantic Challenger led to the boat 

capsizing and a rescue by a RAF helicopter, which received wide media coverage.  After the near-death 

experience, Branson made several world record-breaking attempts after 1985, when he attempted the 

fastest Atlantic Ocean crossing.  In 1986, in his Virgin Atlantic Challenger II, together with sailing expert 

Daniel McCarthy, he beat the record.  At the time of setting out on the 1985 challenge Joan gave birth to 

Sam (Branson, 2012).  Branson was at sea during the birth.   

In 1987, a year after crossing the Atlantic Ocean, Branson teamed up with Per Lindstrand, a world 

expert at hot-air ballooning.  No one had flown a balloon further than 960 kilometres, and to fly across the 

Atlantic Ocean, a distance of 4 800 kilometres would have to be covered.  They embarked on the adventure 

on Virgin Atlantic Flyer.    The speed of the journey created a problem: they had three full tanks of fuel that 

could explode on landing, so they decided to drop the tanks in an empty field before landing.  The wind 
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suddenly blew them harder than expected and the fuel tanks were torn off, resulting in them being flown 

out to sea.  Both were saved by helicopter (Branson, 1998).  Soon after, in 1989, when Holly was eight 

years old, Branson and Joan married on Necker Island, the marriage initiated by Holly (Branson, 2012). 

In January 1990, Branson crossed the Pacific Ocean with Per from Japan to Arctic Canada, 10 800 

kilometres in another balloon measuring 74 000 cubic meters.  They flew further than any balloon had flown 

(Branson, 1998).  The pair managed to break the speed record, crossing at 394 km/hour. 

1991 - 2000  

Experiencing a momentous change in his focus, Branson became instrumental in completing a 

highly-publicised mercy mission to Iraq to bring home hostages of Saddam Hussein.  The incident led to a 

series of bitter disputes between Virgin Atlantic and British Airways, and ending in an out of court large 

financial settlement with Virgin the victor (Branson, 2012).  The victory came at a cost, however, as the 

financial burden of the protracted legal battle caused many of Branson’s businesses to fall into financial 

peril.  As a direct consequence, In 1992 Branson had to sell Virgin Music’s record label, the publishing arm, 

and recording studios to Thorn EMI. This was a difficult experience for Branson, who had pioneered and 

built this business, and to which he was emotionally connected.  Not surrendering, in 1993, Branson 

diversified in the transport industry again by purchasing a train company; Virgin Trains won the franchises 

for the former Intercity West Coast and Cross-Country sectors of British Rail, competitor to British Rail.   

   Between 1995 and 1998 Branson, with friends, Per Lindstrand and Steve Fossett made attempts 

to circumnavigate the globe by hot-air balloon.  In late 1998 they made a record-breaking flight from 

Morocco to Hawaii but were unable to complete a global flight before their competitors.  During another 

adventure in 1998, the Chinese Air Force threatened to shoot his balloon out of the sky as it crossed the 

Himalayas.  It took Britain’s best diplomats to keep him aloft and alive.  Not long afterward, he crashed into 

the Pacific Ocean.  During one of Branson’s attempts to circle the globe, he crashed into the Algerian Desert 

(Specter, 2007). 

   Branson began, during the 1990s, to focus on global issues.  In the late 1990s, Branson and 

musician Peter Gabriel began discussing with Nelson Mandela their idea of a small, dedicated group of 

leaders, working without any vested personal interest, to solve difficult global conflicts.  He also published 

his autobiography in 1998.  The book became an international bestseller and is the basis for most of this 

chapter.  Besides business, writing, sporting ventures and philanthropy, the decade consisted of Branson 

experiencing other ventures and adventures.  He guest-starred, usually playing himself, on television 

shows.  Making a fool of himself and being interviewed on talk shows contributed to his becoming a famous 

personality in Britain, and gaining recognition across the globe. During 1999 he was knighted by Queen 

Elizabeth II and is titled Sir Richard Branson.  The award was conferred for services to entrepreneurship.   

2001 – 2010 
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Awards and accolades became commonplace in the decade that continued with Branson moving 

to a more global focus.  In 2000, he received the ‘Tony Jannus Award’ for accomplishments in commercial 

air transportation.  He was nominated as patron of several charities, including the International Rescue 

Corps and Prisoners Abroad, a registered charity which supports Britons detained outside of the UK.  In 

2002, Branson was 85th of “100 Greatest Britons” (sponsored by the BBC and voted for by the public).  He 

was also ranked in 2007’s Time Magazine “Top 100 Most Influential People in the World” (Times Magazine, 

2007). 

Apart from recognition, in March 2004, Branson set a record by travelling from Dover to Calais in a 

Gibbs Aquada in one hour, forty minutes and six seconds, the fastest crossing of the English Channel in 

an amphibious vehicle.     

   In respect of philanthropic desires, Branson set up the Branson School of Entrepreneurship in 

South Africa during 2005 as a partnership between Virgin Unite, the non-profit foundation of Virgin, and 

entrepreneur Taddy Blecher, the founder of CIDA City Campus, a university in Johannesburg. Back in 

Britain, during 2005, Branson became more outspoken regarding the political situation in the United 

Kingdom, and frequently encouraged to stand for Mayor of London, though he has never expressed an 

interest.   

   On 4 July 2006, Branson sold Virgin Mobile, but remains the company’s largest shareholder.  Virgin 

Media launched with much fanfare and publicity on 8 February 2007, under the name Virgin Media.  The 

decision to merge his Virgin Media Company with NTL was to integrate the companies’ compatible parts of 

commerce.  In June 2006, a tip-off from Virgin Atlantic led the USA and United Kingdom competition 

authorities to investigate price-fixing attempts between Virgin Atlantic and British Airways.  British Airways 

was fined over the allegations.  Virgin Atlantic was given immunity for tipping off the authorities – a 

controversial decision which the Office of Fair Trading defended as being in the public interest. 

   On a more personal note, Branson was saddened by the disappearance of fellow adventurer, Steve 

Fossett, in September 2007.  The following month he wrote an article entitled, “My Friend, Steve Fossett” 

(Times Magazine, September 2007).  During the same year, he launched the Virgin Health Bank, giving 

parents-to-be an opportunity to store their baby’s umbilical cord blood stem cells in stem cell banks. 

   Also on the business front, in September 2004, Branson announced the signing of a deal for a 

space tourism company, Virgin Galactic.  The company licensed the technology behind Spaceship One 

funded by Bill Gates and Microsoft co-founder, Paul Allen, and designed by American aeronautical engineer 

visionary, Burt Rutan.  The long term plan was to take paying passengers into suborbital space.  Branson 

planned to take his two children, Holly and Sam, on a trip to outer space on its inaugural public flight planned 

for 2014, but spaceship crashed on a test flight.  Branson promised his father he would join him, but his 

father died in March 2011.  Branson’s other major venture for the decade was Virgin Fuels, a response to 

global warming, aimed at offering a revolutionary, cheaper fuel for automobiles and aircraft.  This project 
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continues to occupy a central focus.  In 2006, at Bill Clinton’s annual Global Initiative meeting in New York, 

Branson announced that for the next ten years he would divert profits from his transportation business to 

develop renewable alternatives to carbon fuels.  It is the biggest commitment made to fight global warming 

and his largest. 

 The following year, on 9 February 2007, Branson announced the setting up of a Global science 

and technology prize, The Virgin Earth Challenge with an award of twenty-five-million dollars to whoever 

can demonstrate a commercially viable design which results in the net removal of anthropogenic, 

atmospheric greenhouse gases each year for at least ten years without countervailing harmful effects.  This 

removal must have long-term effects and contribute materially to the stability of the earth’s climate.  

 On his own property, Branson is deploying wind power, solar energy, and biodiesel in an attempt 

to eliminate carbon emissions.  Both islands are more dependent on wind and solar power.  Excess energy 

produces and stores desalinated water.  He intends to show that becoming carbon-neutral makes economic 

sense.  Whilst focusing on global warming, an eye has to be kept on all his businesses.  On 23 February 

2007, a nine-carriage Virgin Pendalino train had derailed.  Travelling at 160 km/hour, the train had slid down 

an embankment and flipped onto its side.  A number of people were seriously injured with one fatality.   

On 18 July, 2007 in Johannesburg, in a speech delivered on his 89th birthday, Nelson Mandela 

announced the formation of The Elders. Kofi Annan served as Chair, with Desmond Tutu an Honorary 

Elder.  Nelson Mandela was an Honorary Elder until his death in 2014.  The Elders is independently funded 

by a group of donors, including Branson.  The Elders use their collective skills to catalyse peaceful 

resolutions to long-standing conflicts, articulate new approaches to global issues causing or which may 

cause human suffering, and to share wisdom by helping to connect voices all over the world.  They work to 

carefully consider which specific issues they will approach.  In January 2008, Branson’s Virgin Healthcare 

announced it would open a chain of health care clinics, offering conventional medical care alongside 

homeopathic and complementary therapies.  The Financial Times (2007) reported that Ben Bradshaw, the 

United Kingdom’s Health Minister, welcomed the launch on the grounds that the company would work with 

medical practitioners to develop a more integrated service for the benefit of patients.  The plan was 

abandoned in June 2008 after the British Medical Association warned that the plan would damage clinical 

objectivity as there would be a financial incentive for doctors push patients toward Virgin services.   

   In September 2008, Branson went on an adventure with his children in an attempt to sail cross the 

Atlantic Ocean in a 30m sloop, Virgin Money, but the boat was destroyed in strong gale force winds.  The 

boat managed to sail to safety in Bermuda.  In March of the same year, Branson hosted an environmental 

gathering with several prominent entrepreneurs, celebrities, and world leaders.  They discussed global-

warming issues as a precursor to more discussions.  Former British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, Wikipedia 

co-founder, Jimmy Walesa, and Larry Page of Google were in attendance (Branson, 2009).  During this 

decade Branson became a signatory of Global Zero, a non-profit international initiative for the elimination 

of all nuclear weapons worldwide.  Since its launch in Paris in December 2008, the campaign has grown to 
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include current and former heads of state, national security officials and military commanders, and four-

hundred-thousand citizens worldwide (Branson, 2012).  In May 2008 Branson went to Masai Mara (Kenya) 

to open a new school (Sekenani Primary School) which was partly funded by Virgin Atlantic frequent flyers 

who volunteered their time to help with the construction.  A documentary was made. 

On 8 May 2009 Branson took over Mia Farrow’s hunger strike for three days in protest against the Sudanese 

government expulsion of aid groups from the Darfur region. 

2011 – 2015 

During this shortened period, Branson has become increasingly involved in global issues and is 

beginning to step away from the limelight.  However, he is vociferous on those issues affecting humanity, 

some of which are controversial.  In 2010 Branson became patron of the UK’s Gordon Bennett 2010 gas 

balloon race, which had sixteen hydrogen balloons flying across Europe.  In April of the same year he 

described the closure of large parts of European airspace owing to volcanic ash as “beyond a joke”.  Some 

scientists later concluded that serious structural damage to aircraft could have occurred if passenger planes 

had continued to fly (De Ora, 2011).  Since 2010, Branson has served as a Commissioner on the Broadband 

Commission for Digital Development, a United Nations initiative promoting universal access to broadband 

services.   

In 2011, Branson served on the Global Commission on Drug Policy with former political and cultural 

leaders of Latin America and elsewhere, in a bid to boost the effort to achieve more humane and rational 

drug laws.  He was also awarded the ISTA Prize by the International Space Transport Association in The 

Hague for his pioneering achievements in the development of a suborbital transport system with Virgin 

Galactic.  On 22 August, 2011, Branson’s house on Necker Island, burned down.  The house was occupied 

by about twenty guests, who escaped unhurt.  Branson lost his treasured handwritten notebooks and many 

of his prized photographs in the fire.   

   On the internet, Branson is active and seen as influential.  In December 2013, he urged companies 

to boycott Uganda because of their draconian Anti-Homosexuality Bill: “It is against my conscience to 

support this country.  Governments must realise people should be able to love who they want” (Specter, 

2007). 
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APPENDIX E:  Synopsis of Significant Events in the Life of Branson 

Life period Event 

  

1945 - 1950 

1945  -World War II ends. 

1945-1950 -London rebuilt by immigrants. 

1949  -Ted and Eve (Branson’s parents) marry. 

1950 - 1970 

1950  -Ted enters the Bar. 

 -Branson born on 18 July in Blackheath, London. 

1953   -Lindi Branson born. 

1958  -Sent to Scaitcliffe Boarding School. 

1963  -Moved to Stowe boarding school. 

1966  -Grows Christmas trees and breeds budgies.  Both businesses fail.    

                          -Launches magazine Student Magazine. 

1967 -Branson leaves Stowe and moves to London with his friend, Jonny Gems. 

1968  -First successful (formal) business, Student, published. 

1969  -Student advisory centre launched. 

1970 - 1980 

1970  -Branson starts selling records by mail-order. 

1971  -Opens first record shop on Oxford Street, London. 

1972  -Opens Virgin Recording Studio. 

  -Marries Kristen Tomassi, first wife. 

1973  -Launches Virgin Records label. 

1977  -Virgin signs The Sex Pistols. 

1978  -The first Virgin nightclub opens, The Venue. 

1979  -Buys the gay nightclub Heaven. 

-Post-Production interests are re-organised under a new holding company, Virgin 
Television. 

-Virgin Retail opens stores in Spain, the Netherlands, Australia and the USA. 

-Virgin Megastores announces an important joint-venture with               
 Blockbuster Corporation of Florida (USA). 

-Virgin acquires 100% shareholding of Euromagnetic Products, a specialist in the personal-
computer consumable market. 
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1993  -Virgin Radio hits the airwaves with Virgin 1215am. 

-Virgin Atlantic voted Executive Travel’s Airline of the Year for the third year.  

-Virgin Hotels obtains its first management contract: the Close Hotel and Restaurant, 
Tetbury. 

-Virgin Atlantic and Malaysia Airlines announce a twice-daily scheduled service from 
London to Kuala Lumpur with onward flights to Australia. 

-The US Department of Transportation approves the partnership and code-sharing 
agreement announced by Virgin Atlantic Airways and Delta Airlines. 

 -Virgin acquires MGM Cinemas. 

1996  -V2 Music is created. 

  -Virgin.net launches. 

  -Virgin Brides launches. 

-Virgin Group becomes majority shareholders in London Broncos rugby league team. 

 -Virgin Atlantic launches a scheduled service from Manchester to 

Orlando.     

-New services from Heathrow to Washington DC commence and Johannesburg follows in 
October. 

-Virgin Travel Group acquires Euro-Belgian Airlines, now renamed Virgin Express. 

-London and Continental Railways, in which Virgin is one of the main shareholders,    wins 
a contract to build the Channel Tunnel Rail Link and operate Eurostar services between 
London, Brussels and Paris. 

   -The Virgin Rail Group Ltd awarded the Cross-Country Trains Ltd 

-Passenger rail franchise which operates Intercity and Express services linking Stations 
across England, Scotland and Wales. 

1997  -Virgin Cosmetics launches. 

- Virgin Rail successful in its bid to operate the Intercity West Coast and awarded the 
fifteen-year rail franchise.  Virgin promises to introduce forty high-speed tilting trains and 
cut journey times. 

-Ginger Productions acquires Virgin Radio.  The new company, renamed -     

-Ginger Media Group, is to be managed by the existing staff, and the station will continue 
to operate as Virgin Radio, with Branson as a major shareholder  

-Virgin Express, the Brussels-based low-cost airline, announces its intention to become a 
quoted company. 

-Virgin Cinemas and Virgin Megastores Worldwide (excluding UK) merge to form the Virgin 
Entertainment Group. 

-Virgin Direct launches its first banking product, Virgin One, which is a joint venture with 
the Royal Bank of Scotland. 

1998  -Virgin Mobile launches first telecoms venture. 
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-Branson wins the GTECH court case, involving the lottery-equipment and Guy Snowden, 
its former chairman. 

-Diana, the tribute album for Diana, Princess of Wales, released by V2.  Records on behalf 
of the record industry, raises over 40 million pounds charity. 

-Virgin Sun, Virgin Holidays’ first foray into short-haul holidays, launched. 

 -Virgin Express starts flights from Stanstead to Continental Europe. 

-Rail regulator John Swift approves Virgin Trains and Railtrack’s massive upgrade of the 
UK’s West Coast mainline. 

-Stagecoach buys 49% of Virgin Rail Group and Virgin increases its stake from 41% to 
50%. 

-Virgin Entertainment Group buys out WH Smith’s 75% holding in the Virgin Our Price retail 
chain in Great Britain and Ireland. 

-Branson, Per Lindstrand and Steve Fossett make a record-breaking balloon flight from 
Morocco to Hawaii. 

1999  -Virgin Active launches in South Africa, UK and Italy. 

 -Majority shareholders in London Broncos is sold to David Hughes. 

-Virgin Rail Group completes the financing of new high-speed tilting trains for both its 
franchises – East Coast and Cross country.  A total of over 400 billion pounds of private-
sector investment in Britain’s most run-down railways is secured, with the introduction of 
the new trains still on track for 2001/2. 

-Virgin Atlantic announces further expansion plans on the back of continuing growth and 
profitability. 

   -New routes to Chicago, Shanghai and other destinations launched. 

                     -Virgin Sun’s first charter flights commence in May. 

   -Virgin Atlantic’s fleet of wide-body jets grows to 24. 

-Virgin Group announces its intention to enter the telecommunications business with Virgin 
Mobile. 

-Virgin Net goes free and Virgin continues expansion into e-commerce with a wide range 
of initiatives from Megastores online to train booking facilities. 

   -Majority shareholders in London Broncos sold. 

-Branson knighted for services to entrepreneurship in a spectacular millennium New Year 
Honours celebration.  Hence, he is titled Sir Richard Branson. 

2000 - 2010 

2000  -Virgin launches Australian airline Virgin Blue (now Virgin Australia). 

   -Virgin sells Rushes Postproduction to Ascent Media. 

   -Virgin launches Virgin Energy. 

   -Virgin launches Virgin Cars. 

2004  -Virgin launches Virgin Galactic. 
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-Branson breaks the record for the fastest crossing of the English Channel by amphibious 
vehicle.  The Gibbs Aquada makes the crossing in 1 hour, 40 minutes. 

-Virgin replaces all British Rail trains.  However, British railway tracks are outdated.  Virgin 
Trains could not go faster until the lines are updated.  

             -Licensing technology behind Spaceship One obtained. 

2005 -Virgin Express merges with Sn Brussels Airlines to form Brussels Airlines.  Virgin retains 
minimum share. 

   -Virgin Active UK acquires Holmes Place. 

-Branson teams up with aerospace designer Burt Rutan.  Together they form the 
Spacecraft Building Company.  This company designs and builds the rocket ships and 
tourist planes that Virgin Galactic will use in space.  

-Virgin Mobile Canada launched.  The use of ‘naughty nurses’ and ‘super holiday’ wrapping 
paper’ caused some scandal and there were heated debate on the advertising techniques. 

2006 -Virgin announces Virgin Fuel, a new company to produce a clean in the future. 

                          -Virgin Active Spain is launched. 

-Branson pledges to invest the profits of Virgin Atlantic and Virgin Trains into research for 
alternative, environmentally-friendly fuels. 

-Due to a tip-off from Virgin Atlantic Airways, United States and competition authorities 
started to investigate British Airways.  In August,  

-British Airways fined, with Virgin Atlantic Airways given immunity due to the tip-off. 

-Virgin Comics and Virgin Animation formed.  Deepa Chopra, Harad Devarajan and 
Gotham Chopra, each specialises in different fields of film making. 

2007  -Virgin Active Portugal is launched. 

   -Virgin launches Virgin Health Bank. 

   -Virgin launches Virgin Media. 

   -Virgin launches Virgin America. 

   -Virgin buys 20% stakes in AirAsia X. 

   -Virgin sells Virgin Megastore in the UK and Ireland. 

   -Virgin Media Television launches Virgin 1. 

-Closes Virgin Digital in the UK (Virgin now sells music downloads through Virgin Media’s 
website). 

-Virgin Fuel invests in Virgin Atlantic jet flight on biofuels and in renewable energy. 

-Virgin Money becomes preferred bidder for acquisition of Northern Rock (and is eventually 
successful). 

-Train derails in UK.  Virgin loses the cross-country franchise.  Virgin Trains promises to 
do more track upgrades in 2009. 

-The Elders founded.  Independent group of elder statesmen, women and public figures 
including Nelson Mandela, Kofi Annan, Mary Robinson, Desmond Tutu and Jimmy Carter.  
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The Group works to raise funds and discuss solutions for world issues such as war in the 
Middle East, poverty, AIDS and climate change. 

-Virgin America launched, flying out of San Francisco International Airport. 

-Virgin Radio Italia launches in Italy in joint venture with Grupo Finelco S.p.A. 

-Virgin Fuel invests in Virgin Atlantic biofuels and in renewable energy. 

-Closes Virgin Digital in UK (Virgin now sells music downloads through Virgin Media’s 
website. 

   -Virgin Media Television launches. 

-United Nations Secretary Ban Ki-Moon presented Branson with the United Nations 
Correspondents Association Citizens of the World Award for support of environmental and 
humanitarian causes. 

-Branson a judge in the first Picnic Green Challenge, a 500 000 Euro reward contest with 
the aim to create the best new green initiative. 

-Branson announces the Virgin Earth Challenge, a $25 million prize challenge with the aim 
of removing atmospheric greenhouse gases.  To win the prize, a commercially viable 
design has to be presented which will result in the net removal of greenhouse gases for at 
least ten years without counteracting harmful effects. 

-Virgin Health Bank launched, a genetic corporation offering soon-to-be-parents the 
opportunity of storing their baby’s umbilical cord blood stem cells in private and public stem 
cell banks after their baby’s birth. 

   -Virgin Megastore in the UK and Ireland sold. 

   -Purchase of 20% stake in AirAsia X. 

   -Launches Virgin America. 

   -Virgin Portugal launched. 

2008 -Virgin Australia Airlines offers competitive prices between Australia and Los Angeles 
known as V Australia due to naming rights. 

-Virgin launches Virgin Healthcare Clinics – healthcare and complementary medicines. 

   -Virgin Mobile India launched. 

-Virgin Australia Airlines offers competitive prices between Australia and Los Angeles.  
Known as V Australia due to naming rights. 

-Branson hosts an environmental gathering on his private island, Necker Island, in the 
Caribbean.  Global warming discussed and the possible implications for the world.  British 
Prime Minister Tony Blaire and Larry Page of Google attended. 

2009  -Virgin launches Virgin Money. 

-Virgin offers a round-the-world air ticket.  Passengers can travel around the world on one 
airline. 

-Branson joins The Elders on a trip to Israel to discuss the Israeli- Palestinian conflict. 

   -Branson ranked 34th richest man in Britain. 

-Branson sponsors Jenson Button, the winner of Formula One Motor Racing 2009. 
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-Branson takes part in a 3-day hunger strike to raise awareness of the suffering of people 
living through the war in Darfur. 

2010 -Virgin launches Virgin Racing, a Formula One team previously known as Manor Grand 
Prix. 

-Virgin launches Virgin Gaming, a service for people of all skill levels to play competitively 
on popular Video Games. 

-Virgin launches Virgin Produced, a film and television development,                            and 
production company based in Los Angeles, California. 

-Virgin launches Project, a digital magazine created exclusively for Apple, Inc’s iPad. 

   -Virgin Money buys Church House Trust. 

2010 - 2014   

2012  -Virgin Money buys Northern Rock. 

-Virgin Galactic announces the development of orbital space launch system launcher One. 

-Branson named 254th wealthiest person in the world by Forbes.  Financial wealth 
estimated at greater than $4 billion. 

2013  -Virgin Media sold to Liberty Global. 

2014  Unavailable at time of writing of thesis. 

 

Sources:  Branson (1999); www.Virgin.com.  Retrieved August 2015; Forbes (2011), Branson, (2013)  
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APPENDIX F:  Humanitarian Initiatives 

1990’s Discussion with Nelson Mandela to set up group of leaders to work objectively and without vested 
personal interest to solve difficult global conflicts.  (http://looktothestars.org/news/6353-help-free-the-
children-with-richard-branson). 

2007 Formation of The Elders announced by Nelson Mandela, with Kofi Annan as Chairperson and Vice 
Chairperson Gro Harlem Brundtland.  Other members Martti Ahtisaari, Ela Bhatt, Lakhdar Brahimi, 
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Jimmy Carter, Hina Jilani, Graça Machel, Mary Robinson and Ernesto Zedillo.  
Desmond Tutu and Mandela become Honorary Elders.  The Elders is independently funded by a group of 
donors, including Branson and Gabriel.  The Elders use their collective skills to catalyse peaceful 
resolutions to long-standing conflicts, articulate new approaches to global issues that are causing or may 
cause immense human suffering, and share wisdom by helping to connect voices all over the world.   

1999 Branson becomes founding sponsor of the International Centre for Missing and Exploited Children 
(ICMEC), the goal of which is to help find missing children, and to stop exploitation of children, as his mother 
Eve became a founding member of ICMEC’s Board of Directors.  
(http://www.icmec.org/missingkids/servlet/NewsEventServlet?) 

2009 Through the Carbon War Room, Branson is seeking solutions for global warming and the energy 
crisis.  “We all have a part to play, but I believe entrepreneurs will have a really significant role in bringing 
investment and commercial skills to develop the new technologies needed to grow a post-carbon economy”.  
Through this initiative Branson focuses efforts on finding sustainable alternatives for three industry sectors: 
shipping, energy efficiency and aviation and renewable jet fuels 

(http://vision.ae/focus/exclusive_interview_sir_richard_branson). 

Virgin Startup launched, an official delivery partner for the UK’s Start-Up Loans Programme.  Entrepreneurs 
between ages 18 and 30 in the UK provided loans. 

2005 Branson School of Entrepreneurship, partnering with Virgin Unite (non-profit foundation of Virgin) 
and entrepreneur Teddy Blecher, founder of CIDA City Campus, a university in Johannesburg.  The school 
aims to improve economic growth in South Africa by supporting start-ups and micro-enterprises with skills, 
mentors, services, networks and finance arrangements.  Fundraising activity to support the school achieved 
by Sunday Times Fast Track 100. Sponsored by Virgin Group, at its annual event, where places to join 
Branson on trips to South Africa awarded to provide coaching and mentoring to students are auctioned to 
attendees (http://virginunite.com/Templates/News).  

2008 Branson hosts environmental gathering at his private island, Necker Island, with several prominent 
entrepreneurs, celebrities and world leaders.  They discussed global warming-related problems facing the 
world, hoping the meeting would be a precursor to future discussions regarding similar problems (New York 
Times, 2008).   

2009 Branson takes over Mia Farrow’s hunger strike for three days in protest of the Sudanese 
government expulsion of aid groups from Darfur region (BBC News, 2009). 

2010 Branson and Nduna Foundation and Humanity United found Enterprise Zimbabwe (New York 
Times, 2010). 

2008 Branson is signatory of Global Zero campaign a non-profit international initiative for the elimination 
of all nuclear weapons worldwide (New York Times, 2009).  The campaign has grown to 300 leaders, 
including current and former heads of state, national security officials and military commanders, and 400 
000 citizens worldwide; the group developed a practical step-by-step plan to eliminate nuclear weapons; 
launched an international student campaign with 75 campus chapters in eight countries; and produced an 
acclaimed documentary film, Countdown to Zero (Newsweek. http://www.newsweek.com/id/236133). 

2010  Since 2010 Branson has served as Commissioner on the Broadband Commission for Digital 
Development, a UN initiative promoting universal access to broadband services (Broad Band Commission, 
2011). 

http://looktothestars.org/news/6353-help-free-the-children-with-richard-branson
http://looktothestars.org/news/6353-help-free-the-children-with-richard-branson
http://www.icmec.org/missingkids/servlet/NewsEventServlet
http://vision.ae/focus/exclusive_interview_sir_richard_branson
http://virginunite.com/Templates/News
http://www.newsweek.com/id/236133
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2011 Branson serves on the Global Commission on Drug Policy with former political and cultural leaders 
of Latin America and elsewhere, “in a bid to boost the effort to achieve more humane and rational drug 
laws”. (http://stopthedrugwar.org/chronicle/2011/jan/26/exworld_leaders-form_global_drug). 

2013 Branson urges companies to boycott Uganda because of its “anti-homosexuality bill”.  Branson 
states it would be “against my conscience to support this country…governments must realize that people 
should be able to love whoever they want” (Global Post, 2013). 

2014 Branson joins with Africa Wildlife Foundation and partner Wild Aid for the “Say No” campaign, an 
initiative to bring awareness to the issues of wildlife poaching and trafficking (Africa Wildlife Foundation, 
2014). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://stopthedrugwar.org/chronicle/2011/jan/26/exworld_leaders-form_global_drug
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APPENDIX G:  Honours and Awards 

 

1993 Awarded an honorary degree of Doctor of Technology from Loughborough University. 

1999 In the New Year’s Honours list dated 30 December 1999, Queen Elizabeth II signified her intention 
to confer the honour of night Bachelor for “services to entrepreneurship” (London Gazette, 30 December 
1999).   

2000 Knighted by Charles, Prince of Wales at an investiture in Buckingham Palace (BBC News, 30 
March 2011). 

2002 Branson appears at no. 85 list of “100 Greatest Britons” (sponsored by the BBC and voted for by 
the public).   

2007 Ranked in “Top 100 Most Influential People in the World” by Times Magazine. 

2007 United Nations Secretary General Banki-Moon presents Branson with the United Nations 
Correspondents Association Citizen of the World Award for his support for environmental and humanitarian 
causes. 

2011 Branson awarded the German Media Prize) organised by “Media Control Charts”) previously 
handed to former US president Bill Clinton and the Dalai Lama. 

2009 Voted the UK’s “Celebrity Dream Boss” in an opinion poll by Cancer Research UK (Cancer 
Research UK, 2009). 

2011 Awarded the ISTA Prize by the International Space Transport Association in The Hague for 
pioneering achievements in the development of suborbital transport systems with Virgin Galactic (Le 
Parisien, 14 November 2011). 

2012 Receives National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences’ President’s Merit Award for his 
contributions to the music industry (The Grammy Awards, 2012). 

2013 Bestowed an honorary degree of Doctor Honoris Causa from Kaunas Technology University in 
Kaunas, Lithuania (Kuanas University of Technology, 2013). 

2014 Receives the 2014 Business for Peace Award by the Business for Peace Foundation in Oslo, 
Norway (Business for Peace Foundation, 11 April, 2014). 

Recognised by Sunday Times as the most admired business person over the last five decades (Sunday 
Times, 15 May, 2014 named the number one LGBT ally in the Outstanding Allies rankings (Financial Times, 
9 October 2014). 
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APPENDIX H 

Matrix summarizing Maslow’s conceptualization of Needs:  Definition; Indicating Satisfaction of the 
Need Outcome; Thwarting of the Need Outcome: 

Maslow’s Concept Definition Satisfaction of Need 
Outcome 

Thwarting of Need 
Outcome 

Physiological Need Food, Clothing, 
Warmth, Rest, Sex, 
Sleep, Oxygen, Shelter, 
Water, Temperature 
regulation  

Physiological survival Death or illness 
depending on the 
severity (Maslow, 
1970). 

Safety Need Order, Security for 
property, security of 
resources, Security of 
employment, Freedom 
from physical threat, 
Stability, Protections 
from dangerous 
situations or 
psychological threat, 
Limits, Law 

Feelings of 
containment, safety and 
stability, a sense of 
openness 

Anxiety, neuroticism, 
need for control and 
order (Maslow, 1970). 

Belongingness and 
Love Need 

Family, Friendships, 
Intimacy, Groups, 
Partner, Acceptance, 
Affection, 
Relationships, Trust, 
Receiving/giving Love 

Emotional connection, a 
sense of meaning 

Feelings of aloneness, 
alienation and 
loneliness (Moore, 
2002). 

Esteem Needs Self-esteem, 
Esteem/Respect from 
others, Recognition, 
Feelings of Mastery, 
Self-worth, Reputation, 
Approval from others, 
Sense of competence, 
Status 

Ego strength, 
confidence, worth, 
capability and 
recognition 

Inferiority complex, 
insecurity, helplessness 
(Maslow, 1970). 

Cognitive Needs A desire to know and 
understand, a search 
for meaning 

Curiosity, ability to 
overcome obstacles, to 
explore the environment 
and to speak freely 

Boredom, loss of zest 
for life, depression of 
bodily functions, 
deterioration of 
intellectual life. Myerson 
(1925) called it 
anhedonia. 

Aesthetic Needs Desire for beautiful 
surroundings 

Creativity, excitement, 
interest and productivity 

Emotionally sick, 
demotivated and 
hopelessness (Moore, 
2002). 
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An Accurate 
Perception of Reality 

Relatively unbiased, 
objective and accurate 
perception, less tainted 
by expectations, 
stereotypes, prejudice. 
Open to experience.  
Prediction of future 
through facts 

Ability to live more in the 
‘real’ world of nature 
than in the man-made 
set of concepts, beliefs 
without ego elements.  
Rational and cognitively 
efficient 

Threatened by 
ambiguity, holding onto 
imagined dangers and 
irrational thought 
processes.  Cannot 
ascertain concealments 
in others.  Cognitively 
inefficient (Moore, 
2002).  

Acceptance of Self, 
Others and Nature 

Accepting self and 
others’ nature  
unconditionally 

Tolerant regarding the 
reality of the self and 
human nature in 
general.  Acceptance of 
our humanness and 
failings.  

Existential anxieties 
regarding survival 
drives, sex, food etc.  
Rejecting parts of self 
and others.  Critical, 
demanding of self and 
others, defensive, 
artificial and superficial 
(Maslow, 1970). 

Spontaneity, 
Simplicity and 
Naturalness 

Absence of pretence, 
openly express 
thoughts and feelings. 
Feeling free. 

Autonomous ethics, do 
not hide their self.  
Living vs preparing to 
live.  Embracing life in 
its fullness. 

Develop self in terms of 
societal ethics, values.  
Hide their self, 
constrained in words, 
actions (Maslow, 1970). 

Problem Centring Focus on problems, 
issues and stand 
outside the problem 
(meta-perspective) 

Focus on eternal 
questions viewed in 
widest possible frame.  
Work synonymous with 
fun, usually have a 
vocation vs a ‘job’. 

Unable to differentiate 
between the problem 
and the person.  
Become overwhelmed, 
concerned with self, 
myopic thinkers (Moore, 
2002). 

Detachment and a 
Need for Privacy 

Comfortable with 
solitude or detachment. 

Reliant on inner 
resources and 
interpretations, even in 
facing challenges.  
Independent.  Enjoy 
being with their self. 

Difficulty setting 
boundaries, pleasers, 
feeling helpless.  
Needing others, easily 
influenced (Moore, 
2002). 

Autonomy and 
Independence of 
Culture 

Ability to think and act 
autonomously, relying 
on their own potential 
and resources for 
growth 

Living in society, yet 
separate from it, 
independent, 
psychologically strong. 

Dependent on others 
and follow cultural 
norms without question.  
Need to be guided and 
pushed (Maslow, 1970). 

Constant Renewal of 
Appreciation 

Ability to experience life 
with a continual sense 
of appreciation for the 
simple and familiar. 

Repeatedly, with awe, 
pleasure and wonder, 
appreciate life and all it 
encompasses.   

Life is stale and 
unappreciated.  Leads 
to a feeling of boredom 
and search for meaning 
(Maslow, 1970). 

Peak or Mystic 
Experiences 

Intensity of feeling 
within the person and 

A complete, momentary 
loss of fear, anxiety, 

Fearful, inhibited, filled 
with inhibitions, doubt 
and the need to control.  
Feeling disjointed and 
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between the person and 
the world; integration. 

inhibition, overwhelmed 
by instincts 

separate within self and 
between self and the 
world (Moore, 2002). 

Social Interest Identification with 
humanity, an interest in 
others and care. 

A deep feeling of 
identification, sympathy 
and affection, a genuine 
desire to help others. 

Feelings of distress and 
frustration with 
humanity, disconnected 
from others (Moore, 
2002). 

Interpersonal 
Relationships 

Ability to relate 
intimately to others and 
enjoy close 
relationships. 

Fusion, love, 
obliteration of ego 
boundaries with others.  
Devoted to a few close.  
Quality of relating vs 
quantity. 

Superficial, feined 
intimacy, pomposity, 
self-inflation, 
hypocritical and 
judgmental (Maslow, 
1970). 

Democratic Character 
Structure 

Believe in democracy, 
equality, respectful.  
Discriminate through 
taste only. 

Non-discriminatory, 
friendly without regard 
for class, education, 
political belief, race or 
colour. 

Discriminatory, 
disrespectful to those 
who are different 
(Maslow, 1970)? 

Ability to Discriminate 
between Means and 
Goals, Good and Evil 

Differentiation between 
means and goals, with 
means secondary. 

Focused, with strong 
moral and ethical 
codes.  Spiritual vs 
religious. 

Chaotic, confusion, 
inconsistencies in 
ethics, judgmental and 
means paramount 
(Maslow, 1970). 

A Philosophical, 
Benevolent Sense of 
Humour 

Sense of humour 
closely allied to 
philosophy. 

Subtle humour that has 
meaning and adds 
value.  Ability to laugh at 
their self, respecting 
others.  Not humouring 
at the expense of 
others. 

Humour at the expense 
of others, with ‘raw’, 
‘smutty’ jokes.  Passive-
aggressive stance with 
the intention of putting 
others down or 
ridiculing another 
(Maslow, 1970). 

Creativity Springs from 
personality, ability to 
think and act ‘outside 
the box’. 

Courage, boldness, 
freedom, self-
acceptance.  Likened to 
the ‘naïve and universal 
creativeness of 
unspoiled children’. 

Psychologically split 
personality, wasting 
time and energy 
protecting the self 
against the self.  
Constrained and 
inhibited (Moore, 2002). 

Resistance to 
Enculturation 

Ability to resist being 
moulded or sculpted in 
the ways expected by a 
specific culture.  

Live in harmony with the 
community, yet not 
limited by apparent 
social congeniality.   
Unique, enjoying life.  
Ability to take a stand if 
needs be if they see 
injustice. 

Aggressive, outwardly 
against establishment, 
akin to ‘rebellious 
teenagers’.  Unrealistic 
and irrational regarding 
culture and their role in 
the world.  Or a passive 
yielding to cultural 
norms (Maslow, 2002). 
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Transcendence A higher level of self-
actualisation.  Ability to 
move beyond the ego 
centred in the cosmos 
vs self-identity. 

Ability to effect lasting 
change in the world for 
the good.  Finding 
meaning by connecting 
to life’s journey and 
happiness to the 
condition of others.  

Remain at a lower level 
of development, 
depending on what was 
achieved before 
(Koltko-Riviera, 2006). 
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APPENDIX I 

           Specific Examples of Alexander’s Saliency Indicators from Branson’s Life 

Uniqueness The available data revealed a uniqueness in terms of Branson’s dress and what 
is required in operating a business, in general.  Branson is a unique, non-
conformist who has formed a business empire through being an autonomous 
agent.   The fact that he has combined business with fun, a prime business 
criteria.  His ability to take risks leads the researcher to conclude that having 
dyslexia has contributed to his focus on intuition rather than seriously calculating 
each and every step he has taken. 

Frequency There are a number of incidents where Branson displayed a spontaneous 
response in situations.  This aspect is a thread running through the literature 
examined.  Frequent also is Branson’s penchant for marketing his self and his 
business in a creative and flamboyant fashion.  He is a showman of note, and 
seems not to do anything quietly or conservatively.  Branson constructed his 
own image from a dual rational and emotional discourse, “The entrepreneur as 
hero and jester: Enacting the entrepreneurial discourse” (International Small 
Business Journal, 2011). 

 

Primacy Branson was born at a time of momentous change in the British political milieu, 
with few material resources.  This resulted in being exposed to a family 
environment of hard work and creative industry.  This environment seemed 
prophetic in that he has spent, since early childhood, creating businesses which, 
today, totals over 300.  This primary influence has led to Branson preferring to 
have many smaller companies under the umbrella of the Virgin brand.   

Primary, too, is the influence of Branson’s mother on his life.  He spent his early 
years with her, which has affected his relationship with women, always seeming 
to relate more effectively with older women than himself.  For example, his 
girlfriends have usually been older than him, and his wife is too. 

Negation Branson frequently speaks about having fun, that work should be fun and if not, 
he stops ‘doing it’.  This seems negated by the data in that the researcher did 
not find data on the philosophical, benevolent sense of humour as proposed by 
Maslow (1970).  Despite the outward display of fun and frivolousness, this 
seemed incongruous with the resources consulted.  Branson perfectly 
integrated into the post-modern showbiz society, with his image of the likeable 
flamboyant maverick-humanitarian-adventurer entrepreneur.  The reality, 
however, may not be so glamorous when considering legal proceedings with 
displeased former employees or partners and Virgin’s tax evasion (Bower, 2000, 
2008). 

Emphasis Branson emphasizes throughout his autobiography (1989) that he loves a 
challenge.  This theme was threaded throughout the data, and this aspect, in 
the researcher’s opinion, is, in part, what has led to his entrepreneurial success.  
His penchant for risk taking and ability to diversify has pushed the boundaries 
of business practices and personal endeavour.  Branson has also emphasized 
the crucial role of family in his life. 

Error or 
Distortion 

This salience indicator also refers to contradictions (Alexander, 1988), and many 
contradictions may be identified in Branson’s life: 

 Contrary to the literature, in which Branson purported to have grown up 
in an open, honest manner, in which the family discussed everything, it 
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is noted that Branson seems superficial in his explanations, stating 
mainly the positive experiences or outcomes.   

 Branson has been dishonest in relationships, having affairs and 
numerous liaisons for short periods, despite asserting that he has 
always been committed in relationships. 

 The aspect of self-esteem has errors and distortions as there are 
incongruences based on the behaviour modification strategies 
employed by his mother.  Despite Branson speaking of a high self-
esteem, this is not evidenced in his early years and adolescence and 
one wonders whether his public persona is not a defence mechanism. 

 Branson appears to have built an empire by himself, and gives the 
impression that his creativity and acumen have driven him to achieve at 
the level he has.  However, if one examines the data, never has he 
made decisions alone, nor has he single-handedly built any business.  
From childhood, he has depended on others’ opinions, finances, 
specific talents and contributions to further his business interests.  Even 
in personal relationships, he has largely used others to get what he 
wants, e.g. getting someone to contact a woman he is interested in 
(Branson, 2000). 

 A further distortion in the literature is the frequency of Branson’s 
assertion that he becomes extremely motivated by challenges.  Yet, this 
is incongruent with his narrative, as he was struggling at school and 
gave up, deciding to leave prematurely.  There are also instances in 
business where he has abandoned some enterprises when they 
become challenging.  These examples are anathema to what actually 
happens. ‘Putting his self in the spotlight’.  The oddity of this is that he 
has seemed very humble in terms of accolades and rewards 

 A further distortion is the fact that Branson has marketed his business 
interests through his self, yet expresses modesty in accepting 
accolades and rewards, playing these down and deflecting from his self. 

 Branson has openly commented that he does not believe in God.  Yet, 
in near-death experiences, he has contributed the fact of his survival to 
God.  Branson also finds peace in nature and all her beauty, which he 
acknowledges it is God’s creation. 

 Yet another distortion is Branson’s assertion of ethics being paramount 
in his life.  Yet he arranged abortions for young women without legal 
approval.  

  

Isolation In his autobiography (Branson, 1998), Branson refers to how desperate he 
became when his first wife, Kristen had affairs.  He would drive her to the house 
of a lover and beg her not to go inside, and on fetching her the following day, 
would beg her not to go back.  He asserted that he loved her more than she 
loved him.  This is the only narrative in which Branson grovelled and seemed 
desperate as the general narrative is others admiring him and being in awe of 
him. 

Omission Branson omitted to speak of his relationship with his sisters with whom he grew 
up.  He also fails to express emotional responses to the death of his first child, 
Clare, or to the traumas regarding fires, totalling three, in his life: being his 
houseboat burning down in which he lost everything, the family home due to a 
fuel spill, and his home at Necker Island burning down.  A further omission is 
the numerous near-death experiences encountered by Branson; particularly, his 
suppression of the losses he experienced have been omitted.    
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Omitted in the data is also the extent to which his business ventures have failed.  
He is fortunate to have wide diversification in his career, as the successes have 
outweighed the failures. 

Incompleteness  Incomplete is any exploration in the literature regarding Branson’s marriage to 
Joan (his second wife).  Apart from describing her as a ‘strong, quiet 
Scotswoman’, he does not go into any more information regarding his wife, her 
role in his life, and the quality of their relationship.  

The researcher is of the opinion that she has been unable to get to grips with 
the totality of the man that is Branson.  A sense has been created that due to 
the available literature, a whole ‘other side’ is missing, or incomplete.  The part 
of him that is private, away from the exuberance, flamboyance and the 
showman. 
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APPENDIX J 

         McAdams (1996) Model of Life Story:  Specific Examples from Branson’s Life 

5 Questions to examine a 
Life 

Features related to each 
question 

Specific Examples from Branson’s 
Life 

1. What is a life 
story? 

This question refers to the 
structure and content of a 
life story (see section… 

(McAdams, 1996, 2001) 

Narrative tone which implies the 
overall emotional tone or attitude 
of a story (McAdams, 
1996,2001) 

Branson’s life can be said to exude a 
tone of determination, enterprise and 
risk-taking.  The tone from the literature 
also expresses positivity, success and 
balance. 

 Imagery which refers to the 
narrative ‘feel’ created by the 
word pictures of a life story 
(McAdams, 1996, 2001) 

When Branson describes his childhood, 
the image formed is one of creativity and 
family.  Adolescence, especially at 
boarding school, is illustrated by 
loneliness, isolation and low self-
esteem.  Adulthood, however, is marked 
by an image of adventure, ego strength 
and increasing realization toward 
humanity.  

 Themes: “Themes convey the 
human motivation – what 
characters want, what they strive 
to get and avoid over time” 
(McAdam’s, 1996, p. 208) 

Very prominent themes that emerge in 
Branson’s life are: (a) creating, 
expanding and diversifying business 
interests, (b) sense of family, (c) and in 
later years, protecting planet earth and 
humanity.  

 Ideological setting relates to the 
individual’s religious, political and 
ethical beliefs and values as well 
as an account of how those 
beliefs and values are formed 
(McAdams, 1996, 2001) 

At any early age, Branson was exposed 
to working as a community, to drawing 
on others’ strengths, and to putting 
others’ needs before one’s own.  He 
was taken to church, and taught 
honesty.  As he grew, Branson became 
exposed to political issues such as the 
Vietnam War, and to stand against 
violence.  As an adult, Branson still 
draws on others’ experience and 
honesty forms a cornerstone of his life.  
Through his earlier influences, Branson, 
as an adult, now focuses on global 
issues such as protecting the planet, its 
people, and speaking out against 
injustice.   

The researcher found no evidence of a 
belief in God, but rather a value system 
of basic ethical living. 
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 Nuclear episodes.  The scenes 
that draw attention to themselves 
and stand out in a life story may 
be called nuclear episodes 
(McAdams, 1996).  These are 
specific and consequential 
scenes in a life history 
(McAdams, 2001). 

Important watershed experiences for 
Branson include a) being forced to focus 
on writing after injuring himself whilst 
playing sport, b) making the decision to 
leave school prematurely to focus on 
being a journalist, c) losing his first child, 
which event led him to marry Joan, his 
second wife, and d) humanitarian 
involvement in the Iraqi War, a decision 
that sparked a movement toward being 
involved in global issues of injustice and 
inequalities.  All these scenes had life 
changing influences in the life of 
Branson. 

 Imagoes: In a life story, the main 
character may appear in various 
forms, each identifying particular 
aspects of the main character 
(McAdams, 1996, 2001).  These 
imagoes often “personify the 
narrative theme” (McAdams, 
1996, p. 309). 

 

 

Endings and the Generative 
script.  One of the pressing tasks 
for adults as they move through 
middle age is the “… fashioning 
of an anticipated ending for the 
life story that ties together the 
beginning, and the middle to 
affirm unity, purpose and 
direction in life over time” 
(McAdams, 1996, p. 309).  Part 
of this ending should ideally 
include also developing a 
positive legacy for future 
generations.  This is referred to 
as the generative script 
(McAdams, 1996; 2001). 

 

Imagoes are abundant in Branson’s life 
story, and include, as a child, a shy 
introvert, to a determined and outspoken 
teen, to a high school dropout, a 
playboy, a risk taker, thrill seeker, a 
daredevil, a flamboyant dramatist, a 
family man, a father, a philanthropist, 
and a billionaire entrepreneur.  Finally, 
Branson may also be termed an 
advocate for the downtrodden.  

 

In Branson’s life narrative, he often 
voices concern for the future of the 
planet and all living on it, including 
animals.  Branson works toward leaving 
a legacy for the world through seeking 
ways to reduce the amount of carbon 
emitted into the atmosphere, and to 
building craft that may be used to further 
study outer planets and the depths of the 
ocean.  He believes that by doing so, we 
will enrich society and save the planet 
from destruction through global 
warming. 

 

 

2. What does a life 
story do?  This 
question relates to 
the function of a 
life story (see 
section x). 

Life stories (like any story) may 
serve to entertain, instruct, 
admonish, or even impart moral 
lessons (McAdams, 1996, 
20061). 

Branson’s life story has served to 
entertain, to shock, to advocate for 
those without a voice, to impart lessons 
through his many published books, and 
also to learn from others.  A strong 
theme throughout his life has been 
drawing knowledge and expertise from 
others to assist him to advance his self 
and his businesses. 
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3. How does a 
life story 
change over 
time?  This 
question 
refers to the 
development 
of identity of 
the 
individual?   

 McAdams (1996) identified three 
eras of development: (a) 
prenarrative era, (b) narrative 
era, and (c) postnarrative era 
(see section x for a description of 
the stages). 

In the Prenarrative era Branson’s life 
ushered in an entrepreneurial and 
industriousness that has featured 
throughout his life.  During the narrative 
era of Branson’s life, Branson continued 
with enterprising ventures despite 
intermittent struggles and criticisms from 
family and many in society in general.  
The negativity from others seems to 
have solidified his determination, 
following his plans and taking risks with 
or without support.  In the postnarrative 
era in Branson’s life, he is concerned 
with the future of the earth and its 
inhabitants, focusing on exploring 
means to save the planet, whilst 
simultaneously ensuring his plethora of 
business under the Virgin umbrella are 
secured for his children, his 
grandchildren, as well as the loyal staff 
who work for him. 

4. What kinds of life 
stories are there?  
This question 
focuses on the 
different kinds of 
life stories.  
(McAdams, 
Diamond, de St 
Augin and 
Mansfield (1997) 
identified one 
such type of story 
as the 
commitment story. 

1. The protagonist who 
believes early on that he 
or she has a special 
advantage. 

2. This contrasts directly 
with the misfortune and 
suffering of others. 

3. The protagonist believes 
that people need to care 
for one another and 
“commits to living in 
accordance with a set of 
clear and enduring 
values and personal 
beliefs that continue to 
guide behaviour 
throughout the lifespan 
(moral steadfastness)” 
(McAdams et al. 1997, p. 
687). 

4. As the protagonist 
moves through life, 
certain personal 
misfortunes, 
disappointments and 
tragedy may even occur. 

5. These tragedies, 
misfortunes are, 
however, transformed or 
redeemed into good 
outcomes (this is 
referred to as the 
redemptive sequence) 
either due to the efforts 

1. Though unaware, Branson was 
part of the middle class in 
Britain, given his parents 
afforded a home, his father 
professional, his mother able to 
stay home he able to attend elite 
boarding schools. 

2. Branson’s station in life 
contrasted with many living in 
Britain, especially the expats, 
who were suffering with racism 
and no housing.  As an adult, 
Branson has witnessed much 
injustice and has attempted to 
assist where possible. 

3. Branson, though imperfect, 
lives in accordance with a value 
system that embraces doing no 
harm, being honest, and to 
helping those in need. 

4. Branson has experienced loss 
in business, personal tragedies 
e.g. fires that destroyed his 
home three times, as well as 
near-death experiences during 
his sporting adventures. 

5. Despite tragedies, Branson has 
embraced the challenges, and 
has recognized that the 
important things in life are not 
material.  He now values family, 
friends and has been humbled 
through near-death 
experiences, asserting that he 
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of the protagonist or 
chance or external 
design. 

6. The protagonist sets pro-
social goals to benefit 
the next generation and 
the society in which the 
protagonist lives 
(McAdams et al., 1997). 

‘no longer lives with fear or 
anxiety’. 

6. Through his entrepreneurship 
Branson has created work for 
thousands throughout the 
world, as well as assisting on a 
global level to decrease global 
warming.  Branson has also 
been involved philanthropically 
to assist world issues such as 
hiv/aids, leadership schools, 
gay and lesbian rights and is 
involved in humanitarian 
projects worldwide. 

 

5. What constitutes a 
good life story?  
McAdams (1996) 
identified sic 
standards by 
which a good life 
story may be 
identified. 

Coherence. This may refer to the 
structure and/or content of the 
story (McAdams, 2006). 

 

 

 

Openness.  McAdams (1996) 
maintained that a good life story 
shows considerable openness to 
change and tolerance for 
ambiguity” (p. 315). 

 

Credibility.  This characteristic 
relates to the factual accuracy of 
events in the life story. 

 

 

 

 

Differentiation.  As adults move 
through their life, the good life 
story becomes more complex 
and rich as the characters and 
plot develop and become 
multifaceted (McAdams, 1996). 

 

 

 

Branson’s life is knitted together 
coherently in that his choices, decisions 
and motivation for action were always 
motivated by the single desire to be 
successful in business through taking 
risks and having confidence.  

 

In Branson’s case, there is a plethora of 
evidence attesting to his openness and 
facility for taking risks and tolerance for 
ambiguity and change. 

 

 

Most sources consulted were from 
Branson’s autobiography, books written 
by him, and interviews and the internet.  
There does not seem to be any glaring 
inaccuracies or factual distortions.  
However, Bower (2008) challenges 
Branson’s version of his life, which 
information can be used as the basis for 
a pathological study of Branson. 

 

From the simple, contained family 
environment which found Branson 
enjoying nature and feeling protected, 
Branson has developed into an 
internationally acclaimed figure in 
business and leadership.  He was able 
to sustain the very challenging corporate 
environment through perseverance and 
doing business in a way that deviated 
from the conservative norm. 
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Reconciliation.  With the increase 
of differentiation the protagonist 
of the story may seek to reconcile 
conflicts in the lift story to achieve 
harmony. 

 

Generative Integration.  In a good 
life story, the protagonist is able 
to function as a productive and 
contributing member of society 
by carrying responsibility in terms 
of family and work (McAdams, 
1996). 

 

During his life, Branson has been 
viewed as both hero and megalomaniac.  
He has worked toward reconciling the 
conflicts in his life story through working 
toward planetary change.  However, his 
actions are still viewed with suspicion.  
Ultimately, Branson seems to have 
reconciled his life story, but some have 
not reconciled their view of him as doing 
things in a manipulative, self-interest 
manner (Bower, 2008). 

 

There is no doubt that Branson has, and 
is, functioning as a productive and 
contributing member of society, carrying 
a lot of responsibility in terms of both 
work and family. 
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APPENDIX K 

Maslow’s Concepts of Optimal Development Paired with Examples in Branson’s Life 

Maslow’s Concepts Definition Examples from Branson’s Life 

Physiological Need Food, Clothes, Warmth, 
Rest, Sex, Sleep, 
Oxygen, Shelter, Water, 
Temperature regulation.   

In the 1950’s the family grew vegetables in the 
garden, as money and food was scarce. 

Income supplemented through Branson’s mother 
being entrepreneurial – making cushions, tissue 
boxes, teaching ballet and English to foreigners.  

Branson visited friend Nik Powell to eat pudding.  
Looked forward to custard. 

Instances of food scarcity whilst in London, 
depended on mother and others. 

Food was not as important as company in the 
family. 

Sexual experiences erratic until Branson met and 
married his first wife.  

Sex in marriage problematic as Branson developed 
a rash during sex. 

Family home comfortable. 

Mother gave Branson money if he was broke. 

Sexual exploration encouraged by Branson’s 
father, who paid for his first sexual experience. 

Branson beaten regularly at boarding school for 
low performance and minor misdemeanours. 

In adulthood “We must have money to meet our 
basic needs.  I only need one breakfast, one lunch, 
one dinner” (Branson, 2012, p.37). 

 

Safety Need Order, Security for 
property, security for 
resources, security of 
employment, freedom 
from physical threat, 
stability, protection from 
dangerous situations or 
psychological threat, 
limits, law 

“Rick refused to talk to adults and clung to the back 
of my skirt” (Branson & Peppe, 2013). 

“My parents continually set us challenges 
(Branson, 1998, p. 15). 

Order, boundaries in the family home. 

Instances of insecurity e.g. being dropped off to 
find his way home as a young boy. 

I was forced to speak to strangers. 
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We were never left alone as my parents did not like 
the idea of babysitters.  I was their responsibility. 

At age 6, fire in the family home – Branson’s 
mother has back injury – Branson sent to stay with 
an aunt whilst his mother recovered. 

Sent to boarding school at age 8 – emotionally 
threatening. 

Minor illnesses, including sprained knee. 

Eyesight problems, dyslexia 

Sexually abused by older boy at boarding school. 

Whilst hospitalized, fire starts and Branson 
awakens in the street. 

Physical punishment at boarding school – beaten 
often.  “Physical abuse extended to all aspects of 
school life” (Branson, 1998, p.34). 

Houseboat on which Branson lived, burns, together 
with all belongings. 

Hot air balloon incident – near death experience 

Family home on Necker Island burns to the ground 
(Branson, 2012). 

“There have been many times I have been saved 
from possible death.  To express my gratefulness 
for being spared my life, I am now spending most 
of my time working on important causes” (Branson, 
2012, p. 76). 

  Cognitive   Needs  

                 

 

 

 

 

 

Desire to know and 
understand, a search 
for meaning. 

 

 “My parents treated us as equals whose opinions 
were just as valid.  We were encouraged to have 
an opinion and rarely gave us advice unless we 
asked for it” (Branson, 1998, p. 22). 

“We argued and debated issues like pornography 
and whether drugs should be legalized long before 
we knew what we were talking about” (Branson, 
1998, p. 24). 

“Even today, when relaxing, my brain is working, 
churning out new ideas.  Because Virgin is a 
worldwide company, I need to be good at catnaps” 
(Branson, 2007, p. 89). 

Love from family seemingly without a lot of physical 
affection 

Feelings of aloneness, alienation at boarding 
school at a young age 

Sought emotional connection through relationships 
with older girls through sex 
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Aesthetic Needs Desire for beautiful 
surroundings. 

Creative, interested and productive, despite no 
explicit aesthetic appreciative examples in data 

Admiration of beautiful women and nature only 

Hopeful and extremely motivated 

Ability to have beautiful surroundings due to 
financial success 

 

Belongingness and 
Love Need 

Family, Friendships, 
Intimacy, Groups, 
Partner, Acceptance, 
Affection, 
Relationships, Trust, 
Receiving/giving Love 

Close relationship with mother. 

Father emotionally distant. 

Few, close friends: Nik Powell, Johnny Gems 

Acceptance by family. 

A sense of belonging at school when doing well at 
sport 

 “I cannot remember a moment in my life when I 
have not felt the love of my family.  My parents 
adored each other, and in my childhood there was 
barely a cross word between them” (Branson, 
1998, p.18). 

“My mother galvanized us, and my father was a 
quieter figure who smoked his pipe and enjoyed his 
newspaper” (Branson, 1998, p. 18). 

“Nik and I did everything together; climbing trees, 
riding bikes, shooting rabbits and hiding under 
Lindy’s bed to grab her ankle when she turned out 
the light” (Bower, 2008, p.9). 

Working on Student magazine, “we were a close 
knit team; we were willing to get our hands dirty.  
My family turned up on publishing days, helping sell 
magazines.  Their enthusiasm swept us along, 
making it fun” (Branson, 2007, p. 17). 

“We all need someone to counterbalance our 
weaknesses and work off our strengths.  
Sometimes it’s one person, sometimes a team, all 
bring unique talents and abilities to the table.  My 
family is my support – my advice to a budding 
entrepreneur would be: listen to your family, accept 
their help and don’t dismiss them out of hand 
(Branson, 2007, p. 14).  

“Dad was always there for us” (Branson, 1998, p. 
67). 

Esteem Needs Self-esteem, 
Esteem/Respect from 

Shy and reticent as a young boy – forced to change 
through behaviour modification by mother. 
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others, Recognition, 
Feelings of Mastery, 
Self-worth, Reputation, 
Approval from others, 
Sense of competence, 
Status 

Recognition by others at boarding school through 
sporting prowess 

Goes through stage of depression and confusion at 
boarding school after breaking school rule 

Feelings of mastery through starting small business 
from a young age 

Draws on others skills to compensate for any 
feelings of incompetence. 

“Mum drove me to do my best.  I learnt about 
business and money from her.  She said ‘the winner 
takes it all’ and ‘chase your dreams’.  Mum knew 
losing wasn’t fair but part of life (Branson, 1998, p. 
67). 

“When Rick did well at sports, he said ‘who cared if 
I couldn’t spell? Not me” (Branson & Peppe, 2013). 

“I believe in myself and even as a teenager, 
believed it could be done and wanted to prove them 
wrong.  I’ve always been stubborn, and negativity 
from anyone strengthens my resolve and makes 
me more determined” (Branson, 2007, p. 7). 

“I learned to focus on difficult words and my spelling 
improved.  This shows you can achieve anything if 
you make an effort.  I didn’t stop challenging myself” 
(Branson, 2007, p. 62). 

“Branson’s gift was his genial enthusiasm which 
disarmed those whom he approached for help.  
Even sceptics were seduced to espouse his 
ambition …” (Bower, 2008, p. 15). 

“I believe in myself, I believe in the hand that works, 
in the brain that thinks, and in the heart that loves” 
(Branson, 2007, p. 77). 

“When I was young and impoverished, but 
brimming with enthusiasm and the conviction that I 
could achieve anything, I flew to Japan and 
ambitiously set up numerous meetings with people 
in the media and entertainment world” (Branson, 
2007, p. 106). 

“I was brought up by parents who lavished praise 
on me and would look for the best in me.  About the 
only time they criticized me would be if I were about 
to cross a road and get run over.  They were full of 
encouragement” (Polish, 2006). 

Self-esteem and recognition from others increases 
as Branson builds his business empire, uses 
unique marketing strategies.   
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 Accurate Perception 
of Reality 

Relatively unbiased, 
objective and accurate 
perception, less tainted 
by expectations, 
stereotypes, prejudice. 
Open to experience.  
Prediction of future 
through facts 

Concrete thinker – perhaps through dyslexia and 
possible learning difficulties. 

Relatively unbiased. 

Risk-taker par excellence. 

Reasoning based on taking into account reality 

Cognitively efficient. 

Ability to tolerate ambiguity. 

“Despite Ricky’s initial shyness, it was difficult to 
curb his fearlessness, exuberance and drive for fun 
and adventure” (Branson & Peppe, 2013). 

“It’s never a bad thing to have a dream, but I’m 
practical about it.  I don’t fantasise and daydream 
about the impossible.  I set goals and work out how 
to achieve them” (Branson, 2007, p. viii). 

“Through planning, I have survived the company 
and myself” (Branson, 2012, p. 29). 

“I love life; I don’t want to leave early.  I have been 
fortunate to survive five sea rescues and many 
other things.  I have good health and my family has 
good health.  Besides losing my family, I am afraid 
of little” (Branson, 2007, p. 84). 

“Challenge is the core and mainspring of all human 
action” (Branson, 2007, p. 69). 

“I am realistic – I always protect the downside” 
(Branson, 2012, p. 46). 

“I do not live in the past” (Branson, 1998, p. 454). 

Acceptance of Self, 
Others and Nature 

Accepting self and 
others’ nature  
unconditionally 

Branson accepts his self, with failings, admitting 
difficulties. 

At times demanding of self. 

“I have come to accept that I will never have all the 
smooth instant answers that a politician would 
have.  I try not to fight my stutters or inability to leap 
to a perfect answer.  Instead, I try to give the truthful 
answer, and if it takes a little time to work that out, 
I hope people trust a slow, hesitant response more 
than a rapid, glib one” (Branson, 2007, p. 61). 

“I recognize my weaknesses – being able to do so 
is essential to the company’s future” (Branson, 
2012, p. 102). 

“I accept sometimes I win, sometimes I lose” 
(Branson, 2007, p. 47). 
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“My principal weakness is women, inherited from 
my dad” (Bower, 2008, p. 80). 

“I believe in treating everyone equally, not just 
those I want to impress (Branson, 2007, p. 108). 

 

Spontaneity, 
Simplicity and 
Naturalness 

Absence of pretence, 
openly express 
thoughts and feelings. 
Feeling free. 

A strong aspect, Branson ability to really live, 
embracing life’s fullness. 

Has own set of ethics, values. 

Sometimes constrained in words, perhaps focus on 
marketing his business. 

“Life is too short to be unhappy.  If something stops 
being fun, I stop doing it” (Woodbury & De Ora, 
2011, p. 33). 

 

Problem Centring Focus on problems, 
issues and stand 
outside the problem 
(meta-perspective) 

Branson has ability to have a meta-perspective, 
viewing challenges from a wide angle, and being 
circumspect. 

Focus on work and fun being inseparable. 

“An unprofitable business is a headache, a source 
of stress, and fiscal madness” (Branson, 2007, p. 
7). 

“Admitting failure is difficult, but the one positive 
thing is how important it was to separate the Virgin 
companies so if one failed, it would not threaten the 
rest” (Branson, 1998, p. 2000). 

“There was no longer room for Nik in the record 
label.  It was best to separate whilst still friends.  
That way we could remain friends, rather than 
waiting until we had grown into implacable 
enemies” (Branson, 1998, p. 192). 

“Clare inhabited a world of her own, and came in 
and out of our lives, leaving only despair and 
emptiness and love behind her – but we had to 
move on” (Branson, 2012, p. 86). 

“I stay focused on the goal, and think global” 
(Branson, 2007b, p. 200). 

 

Detachment and a 
Need for Privacy 

Comfortable with 
solitude or detachment. 

Dichotomy as Branson has a strong public 
persona, whilst enjoying solitude, usually in nature. 

Not easily influenced. 

“I like people, but need space.  I like to walk around 
the lake on my own, just thinking.  I think we all 
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need some kind of retreat or place of our own” 
(Branson, 2007a, p. 180). 

“I enjoy solitude” (Branson, 2007b, p. 383). 

 

Autonomy and 
Independence of 
Culture 

Ability to think and act 
autonomously, relying 
on their own potential 
and resources for 
growth 

Acts autonomously, but relies on others resources. 

Psychologically strong and makes up his own 
mind. 

“I have been called a raving lunatic, as when I 
launched Virgin Atlantic with one plane.  I don’t 
think superman could have moved faster.  No sleep 
for weeks; every day brought new challenges – but 
we did it” (Branson, 2007, p. 189). 

“I have not let myself go with excess alcohol and 
drugs.  I prefer to have a great time and keep my 
wits about me, even though everyone else is 
partying” (Branson, 1998, p. 108). 

“I set myself huge, apparently unachievable 
challenges and try to rise above them” (Branson, 
1998, p. 213). 

 

Constant Renewal of 
Appreciation 

Ability to experience life 
with a continual sense 
of appreciation for the 
simple and familiar. 

Branson has displayed an ability to enjoy each 
moment in his life with pleasure. 

At age 40, became depressed, searching for a new 
meaning – a catalyst leading to becoming involved 
beyond the ego. 

“I remain as energetic, inquisitive and daring.  Our 
management team kept telling me I’m just as 
passionate about new business ideas and keep 
them on their toes” (Branson, 2012, p. 75). 

“I experience how daylight changes from brilliant, 
almost white sunshine to dusk, with a deep orange 
blaze across the horizon.  I watch the last small 
flock of pelicans dive for fish and flap creakily away 
to roost.  Within minutes the sky turns a velvet 
midnight blue and the first handful of stars are out.  
The sea becomes inky black, and everything falls 
quiet.  Some of the best ideas come out of the blue, 
and I have to keep an open mind to see their virtue” 
(Branson, 1998, p. 479). 

“One thing that helps capture the moment is to 
have no regrets.  Regrets weigh you down and hold 
you back in the past when you should move on” 
(Branson, 2007a, p. 89). 
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Peak or Mystic 
Experiences 

Intensity of feeling 
within the person and 
between the person and 
the world; integration. 

Branson experienced these moments in nature, at 
one with self and the cosmos. 

“The sky is the most peaceful place.  Gliding 
silently, apart from the rest of the world, makes me 
feel at one with nature.  Nobody can phone you, 
nobody can stop you.  You are free.  You look down 
on towns and fields and people who don’t know you 
are there.  You can fly alongside a wild swan and 
hear the beat of its wings.  You can look into the 
eyes of an eagle” (Branson, 2007b, p. 86). 

“I do not believe in God, but as I sat in the damaged 
capsule, hopelessly vulnerable to the slightest shift 
in weather or mechanical fault, I could not believe 
my eyes.  It was as if a spirit had entered the 
capsule and was helping us along.  It was a miracle 
(Branson, 1998, p. 332). 

“There was a kind of wild and terrifying exhilaration 
to the experience of being alone in all that space.  
It seemed such a fragile reality that all that kept us 
there was – literally – hot air” (Branson, 2007b, p. 
64). 

“We flew serenely for the rest of the day.  The views 
over the Atlas Mountains was exhilarating; their 
jagged peaks capped with snow and gleaming in 
the glorious sunshine; the rising sun and the 
growing warmth of the day seemed infinitely 
precious” (Branson, 2007b, p. 79). 

“Being out there in the storm was a rare 
opportunity, so I got into the swimming pool and 
kept my head down as the winds raged overhead.  
It was a completely awesome experience, 
watching the seas crash over the reef, feeling the 
velocity of the wind, hearing the incredible noise.  
Weathering the storm was fantastic – and that is 
what my life is like.  Being out there in a hurricane, 
and surviving” (Branson, 2007b, p. 217). 

“I want to keep renewing myself and the 
opportunities I have.  It’s like sex.  It’s as satisfying 
at fifty as it is at twenty” (Branson, 2007a, p. 218). 

“When I am in nature, it allows me to feel in touch 
with nature and at one with myself and the 
universe” (Branson, 2012, p. 307). 
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Social Interest Identification with 
humanity, an interest in 
others and care. 

As an adult, Branson has developed a genuine 
desire to assist others, as indicated in his many 
philanthropic ventures. 

“It wasn’t just unwanted pregnancies; what if you 
needed psychological help, or had a venereal 
disease but afraid of admitting it to the family 
doctor, or had run away from home with nowhere 
to live” (Branson, 1998, p. 67). 

“If everyone could befriend their enemy there would 
be peace in the world.  I then invited an old 
antagonist to lunch.   It makes sense to mend 
bridges with everyone you fall out with, even your 
worst enemies, and try and befriend them” 
(Branson, 2007b, p. 93). 

“I encourage staff to take regular holidays and 
make time for family and other interests, viewing it 
as corporate security.  By maintaining the health 
and mental wellbeing of staff, the most important 
asset of the company, are protected.  This benefits 
the company through energy, creativity, 
enthusiasm and teamwork” (Branson, 2012, p. 
292). 

“People should have more than one chance…” 
(Branson, 2012, p.83). 

 

 

Interpersonal 
Relationships 

Ability to relate 
intimately to others and 
enjoy close 
relationships. 

Evidenced that Branson has many admirers, 
acquaintances, but few close friends. 

“My wife and I have been together for 35 years, and 
we are very happy.  I have two wonderful children, 
my parents and great friends around me” (Winfrey, 
2007). 

“If anyone asked me what I believe in above all 
else, I would say, my family….. Close friends are 
like family. We all need a strong support network.  
Even though I was taught to stand on my own feet, 
without my loyal family and friends I would be lost 
(Branson, 2007b, p. 105). 

“I get close to most of the people I spend a long 
time with” (Branson, 2012, p. 339). 

“It’s great to be together…I look at Holly and Sam 
and realise I don’t want to plan their lives for them.  
I just want them to be happy.  At moments like 
these I can relax into being among people I love 
and care about “(Branson, 2007b, p. 226). 
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Democratic Character 
Structure 

Believe in democracy, 
equality, respectful.  
Discriminate through 
taste only. 

A prominent feature of Branson’s inter-
relationships. 

Involved in many ventures to advocate for the 
rights of others from a young age. 

“I have learnt to reward talent if someone has good 
ideas, or can handle something else, just let them 
do it.  This is why I ask people’s advice in the street, 
on a plane or on a train.  It’s true – that man in the 
street often has more common sense than many 
big bosses” (Branson, 2007b, p. 102). 

“Ideas come from your people if you let them, it’s 
wonderfully simple.  I understand the art of 
delegation.  I have to be good at helping people run 
the individual business – it cannot just be me that 
sets the culture when we recruit” (Branson, 2013). 

 

 

Ability to Discriminate 
between Means and 
Goals, Good and Evil 

Differentiation between 
means and goals, with 
means secondary. 

Branson has, through maturity, grown to be 
focused with strong moral and ethical codes 

Consistency in value system. 

“I set my goals and stick to them” (Branson, 2007b, 
p. 57). 

“Money is just a means to an end, not an end in 
itself; what is going on now is just as important as 
what you are planning for the future.  Even though 
my dear is full for the months ahead, I have learnt 
to live in the moment” (Branson, 2007b, p. 93). 

 

 

 

A Philosophical, 
Benevolent Sense of 
Humour 

Sense of humour 
closely allied to 
philosophy. 

Has strong ability to laugh at his self, to stand out, 
be scorned 

No evidence of humour at the expense of others. 

 

 

Creativity Springs from 
personality, ability to 
think and act ‘outside 
the box’. 

Courageous, can be likened to the naiveté of a 
child who is unaware of their self/ego. 

“Leading Virgin is a great adventure; challenging, 
exciting and creative, it is something I would do if 
there were no money in it at all” (Branson, 2012, p. 
73). 
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“It became apparent to me that business could be 
a creative enterprise in itself.  If you publish a 
magazine, you’re trying to create something 
original that stands out from the crowd that will last 
and, hopefully, serves a purpose.   Above all, I want 
to create something I am proud of” (Branson, 
2007b, p. 177). 

“There’s always a solution to complex problems.  If 
you want to fly, get to the airfield at age sixteen and 
make tea.  Keep your eyes open; look and learn; 
you don’t have to go to art school to be a fashion 
designer…” (Branson, 2007a, p. 3). 

“I love to create things and, as an entrepreneur, I 
have taken on many major corporations and done 
well…” (Winfrey, 2007). 

“If I get a good idea, I grab it and develop it fast.  Be 
careful, but not slow.  I don’t get bogged down in 
bureaucracy, or overwhelmed with red tape… just 
because you have always done it one way doesn’t 
mean you shouldn’t change and adapt.  These are 
lessons during my 40 years of being a creative 
entrepreneur” (Branson, 2007b, p. 188). 

“If we are to save the world from the biggest 
disaster to befall the human race, we have to go 
into innovative overdrive” (Branson, 2007b, p. 
174). 

 

Resistance to 
Enculturation 

Ability to resist being 
moulded or sculpted in 
the ways expected by a 
specific culture.  

Displays unconventiality in lifestyle and life 
choices, stands out. 

“Though I was young, wore jeans and had very little 
money, I was not afraid of being bullied by the 
police or the establishment” (Branson, 2007a, p. 
73). 

“I am reluctant to follow British tradition and pay a 
large dividend” (Branson, 1998, p. 225). 

“Although I believe in a framework when crying out 
duties, sometimes rules are made to be broken: the 
rulebook should not be an obstacle to great 
service” (Branson, 2012, p. 258). 

“He has a mix of bravura and boyish effusiveness 
to charm his way into the British hearts, cultivating 
an independent, ‘anti-establishment’ image, with a 
great appeal to young people” (Bower, 2000, p. 
17). 

“Going along with the crowd is rarely a good 
choice” (Branson, 2012, p. 63). 
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“I have never enjoyed being accountable to anyone 
else or not being in control of my own destiny.  I 
have always enjoyed breaking the rules, whether 
they were school rules or accepted conventions” 
(Branson, 1998, p. 99). 

“The secret is to stand out” (Branson, 2012, p. 
273). 

 

Transcendence A higher level of self-
actualisation.  Ability to 
move beyond the ego 
with a ‘unitive 
consciousness’ 
(Maslow, 1964).  
Centred in the cosmos 
vs self-identity. 

Through maturity, the researcher asserts there are 
indicators of Branson moving beyond ego and 
intrapsychic growth, toward effecting lasting 
change in the world through numerous projects to 
save the planet. 

“My next great challenge is for us all.  It is raising 
awareness to help ensure we leave our planet in 
the best possible shape not just for our children, but 
our children’s children” (P. 2012, p. 71). 

“I looked back on my life.  I wanted to do more for 
others.  I could use my business skills to do some 
good on major issues, such as fighting cigarette 
companies.  I could find a cure for cancer, look into 
health care, or help homeless people.  There were 
many things I can do that would make me useful.  I 
have gone on to follow this path the rest of my life” 
(Branson, 2007b, p. 179). 

“Global warming could snuff out humankind…” 
(Branson, 2007a). 

“….I was at an all-time low.  I seemed to have run 
out of a purpose in my life.  I’d proved myself in 
many areas.  I’d just turned forty and was seeking 
a new (global) challenge (Branson, 2007b, p. 185). 

“The next big leadership issue is the bigger social 
problems.  Every business needs a leader that 
does not forget the massive impact business can 
have on the world.   All business leaders should be 
a force for good” (Crush, 2010). 
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APPENDIX L:  Table Depicting the Synthesis of Branson’s Life as it relates to at least part-satiation 
of Maslow’s (1943, 1970) Needs towards Optimal Development 

 

DEGREED EVIDENCE OF NEED SATISFACTION DURING (OVERALL) STAGES OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

No 
Evidence 

Embryonic 
Evidence 

Some Evidence Significant Evidence 

1 2 3 4 

  

NEED                    STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT 

                

Childhood  

 

 

   

Adolescence 

   

Adulthood 

     

1.  DEFICIENCY 
NEEDS 

   

Physiological 4 4 4 

Safety 4 3 4 

Belongingness and 
Love 

 

4 

 

4 

 

4 

Esteem 2 3 4 

Cognitive 4 4 4 

Aesthetic 1 1 2 

2. GROWTH 
NEEDS 

   

2.1 Self-Actualisation    

Accurate Perception of 
Reality 

 

2 

 

2 

 

4 

Acceptance of Self, 
Others and Nature 

 

1 

 

3 

 

3 

Spontaneity, Simplicity 
and Naturalness 

 

2 

 

3 

 

3 

Problem Centring 2 3 3 
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Detachment and Need 
for Privacy 

 

2 

 

4 

 

4 

Autonomy and 
Independence of 
Culture 

2 4 4 

Continued Freshness 
of Appreciation 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Peak or Mystic Peak or 
Mystic Experiences 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Social Interest 2 4 4 

Interpersonal 
Relations 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Democratic Character 
Structure 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Discriminate between 
Means and Ends, 
Good and Evil 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Philosophical Sense of 
Humour 

 

2 

 

2 

 

3 

Creativity 4 4 4 

Resistance to 
Enculturation 

 

1 

 

3 

 

4 

2.2 Transcendence 1 2 4 

2.3 Imperfections 3 4 4 
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APPENDIX M:  

Matrix across Branson’s Life Reflecting Significant Influencing Factors on Optimal 
Development 

Decade in 
Branson’s 
Life 

Physiological 
Factors 

Political 
Factors 

Other 
Environmental 
Factors 

Branson’s response 

1950 - 
1970 -  

Dyslexia, 
Short 
sightedness. 

Injured knee.   

 

Major societal 
transformation 
in Britain: 
modification of 
legislation 
toward more 
individual 
freedom and 
equality – 
“underground 
movement”.  
Peaceful 
protests 
against war.  
Uprising of the 
youth. 

Middle class, 
industrious 
family.  Parents 
set challenges. 

Sent Branson to 
boarding school. 

Injured playing 
sport. 

Family prepared 
entrepreneurial 
spirit of Branson.  
Encouraged 
autonomy and 
acquainted 
Branson with 
self-
employment. 

  

Could not read or write at 8 years 
of age. 

Struggled at school, lonely. 

Performed well in sport until an 
injury. 

Began first businesses with 
family assistance.  Left school 
prematurely and moved to 
London to start career as 
journalist. 

 

1971 - 
1980 

Dyslexia Britain joins 
European 
Economic 
Community 
(ECC). 
Change from 
Labour to 
Conservative 
government.  
Margaret 
Thatcher 
becomes 
Prime Minister 
in 1979. 

Britain 
advancing 
technologically 
and rise of the 
UK’s computer 
industry. Poverty 
levels at lowest.  
Spending of Brits 
increased.  
British social 
movement. 

Developed mail-order business.  
Expanding businesses to 
incorporate technology 
advances and due to joining of 
ECC, Branson expands 
business throughout Europe.  
Draws on skills and expertise of 
others to reach goals. 

1981 - 
1990 

Dyslexia  Margaret 
Thatcher 
encouraged 
privatization, 
deregulation, 
free 
competition 
and business 
creation.  
1980’s ‘a 
golden age’ 

Tremendous 
change in 
Britain. Fall of 
unions, return of 
military 
confidence, 
entrepreneurism, 
unemployment 
high.  Graham 
Stewart called it 
“a decade of 

Branson adapted to economic 
and political circumstances.  
Branson invests more with 
economic turndown. 
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synonymous 
with 
consumerism 
(Champroux, 
2011). 

strife which 
unfolded without 
actually settling 
any of Britain’s 
problems 
(Beckett, 2013). 

1991 - 
2000 

Dyslexia International 
economic 
slowdown. 

British 
recession 
1990-1992 

Gulf War. 

Development of 
new 
technologies, 
joint-venture 
business. 
Termed ‘a 
thieving decade’ 
(Welsh, 2013).  
Many saw the 
1990’s as a time 
of repackaging of 
Britannia – for 
global export.  
Thatcher 
replaced by Blair 
and New Labour.  
Despite growing 
elitism and 
widening 
inequalities, 
moved from a 
class-divided 
society to a 
political cleavage 
based on money 
and wealth 
(Welsh, 2013) 

Affected Virgin Atlantic and 
Branson’s finances, compelling 
him to renewal and change by 
diversifying and joint-ventures. 

2001 - 
2010 

Dyslexia International 
terrorism.  
Economic 
recession. 

Technological 
advances 
worldwide sees 
business 
interests expand 
across the globe. 

Branson becomes involved in 
global environmental and 
political issues.  Branson largely 
unaffected by recession due to 
wealth investments and nature 
of business interests. 

2011 - 
2015 

Dyslexia International 
terrorism,  

Economic 
recession. 

Branson’s business interests 
well established with him 
becoming increasingly involved 
in philanthropic ventures and 
taking a more passive role in 
running his empire. 
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APPENDIX O 

ADLER’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF DISCOURAGED (PATHOLOGICAL) DEVELOPMENT  

 

 

Feelings of Inferiority 

 

 

    

                                                                                         

                          

 

Exaggerated feeling of  

Inferiority 

 

 

  

False feeling of 

Superiority 

 

 

  

Inferiority Complex 

 

 

  

Superiority Complex 

      

 

 

Withdrawal 

Victimization  

  

Conduct 

Disorders 

  

Withdrawal 

Pessimism 

  

Conduct  

Disorders 

      

 

 

 

 

Factors contributing  

To Discouragement 

 

 Family risk 
factors 

 

 Inadequate 
education 

 

 Beliefs 
about the 
self, 
others 
and the 
world 

 

 Ethical 
beliefs 

 

 Reduced 
social 
interest 
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APPENDIX P 

Adler’s Concepts of Personality Development Paired with Branson’s Life 

Adler’s Concepts Definition Branson’s Life 

Holism Individuals are indivisible – the 
need to understand humans in 
a holistic manner.  The 
personality becomes unified 
through development of a life 
goal in terms of thoughts, 
feelings, beliefs, convictions, 
attitudes, character and actions 
(Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 
1956; Johansen, 2010). 

Branson’s feelings, beliefs, character, attitude 
and actions wholly moved him toward 
developing his life goal of acceptance, 
belonging and a feeling of personal superiority. 

Organ Inferiority Some experience an inherited 
defect, weakness or deficiency 
of an organ or system (e.g. 
nervous, cardiovascular and 
endocrine) (Sperry, 2011, 
p.78). 

All experience some form of 
psychological inferiority 
(Sperry, 2011, p. 78). 

 

Branson inherited dyslexia and poor eye sight.  
These factors affected his psychological 
inferiority, especially at school where he 
struggled to read, write and do mathematics.  
Branson creatively developed these inferiorities 
by first focusing on strengthening his weakness 
through striving to become a journalist.  
However, this led to his creatively finding 
another way to achieve his life goals – through 
entrepreneurship.  These organ inferiorities 
have informed his childhood, adolescence, and 
continue to inform his adulthood. 

Striving All humans strive toward some 
goal ‘as if’ it exists.  God is the 
ultimate representation of this 
goal (the concept of perfection) 
and we are constantly moving 
from a position of inadequacy 
toward adequacy (Johansen, 
2010). 

Branson strives toward his goal of acceptance 
and perfection, and more-or-less has come to 
accept his self as being imperfect.  However, 
this striving has not stopped, but moved more 
toward social interest and being accepted by the 
world.  Despite these strivings, there are 
antagonists and those who believe he is a 
megalomaniac and power-hungry. 

Social Interest Individual Psychology is a 
relational psychology.  A 
feeling of community – all have 
something in common with 
others, a feeling of belonging 
and connectedness to one’s 
community (Johansen, 2010). 
Mental health measured in 
terms of a willingness to 
participate in the give and take 
of life in an effort to solve life’s 
problems and co-operate with 
others (Carlson, Watts & 
Maniacci, 2006; Johansen, 
2010). 

As a young child, Branson was shy and reticent, 
hiding behind his mother’s skirt when visitors 
came to the family home.  However, he has 
progressively become more involved in 
community and has thus achieved what Adler 
terms social interest.  This, according to Adler, 
is a healthy striving and the epitome of 
personality development.  Branson is able to 
solve his life’s challenges and faces them, co-
operating with others. 

Tasks of Life Work (society’s expectation 
that we are productive) 

This task is well achieved and Branson has, 
from a young age, been productive. 
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Friendship/social (get along 
with others and belong) 

Love (to form bonds) 

 

 

 

 

Self-Regulation (coping with 
oneself) (Mosak & Dreikurs 
(1967). 

 

 

 

Spiritual (the spiritual aspect of 
life or the search for meaning) 
(Mosak & Dreikurs (1967) 

Branson has a sense of belonging in his family, 
community, and with friends. 

Despite some relationship challenges in his 
adolescence, Branson has been married twice, 
with his second marriage lasting more than 35 
years.  He has raised two children and now has 
grandchildren.  He asserts he is very close to 
his family, including his mother – his father is 
deceased. 

 

Branson has been somewhat skittish during his 
adolescence and went through a period of low 
self-esteem.  However, he has developed a 
manner of self-regulation that is within his 
private logic and has made him a unique 
individual. 

 

Branson asserts he does not believe in God, yet 
he believes in a superior being.  He proposes 
that he has found meaning in his life through 
achieving all he has wanted to, and his personal 
meaning is now found in giving back to society 
at large, becoming involved in projects in a 
philanthropic way. 

 


