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Disney Secrets to a Successful Business 
  

Once upon a time an unusual man had an unusual dream. 
While sitting on a bench watching his children play in a theme park 
he began to “imagine” a park of his own. Except this park would be 
different. It would be completely clean, it would be fun for the whole 
family, not just for kids, the staff would be very friendly and 
enjoy their work, it will be creative and caring. It will be like no other 
theme park in the world. It will be the happiest place on earth.   
Right away that man went on a mission to create what we know as 
Disneyland. Walt was turned down by every bank they went to. No 
one would finance his dream. Walt, along with his brother Roy, went 
to every bank they could think of, and everyone denied them, he 
was denied 100 times. So, they came up with an unconventional 
idea. They went to ABC for the money. The deal was they would 
give them a hit show every Sunday night in return for the $5 million 
that was estimated to build Disneyland, he did need to put up 
100,000 of his own money. $5 million was an awful amount of 
money in those days. The project ended up costing around $15 
million.   
Against the odds, for there were many skeptics including local and 
national media, Walt and Roy opened Disney World 1 year after 
breaking ground. That was a tremendous accomplishment.   
On grand opening day, July 7th 1955 Walt had created such eager 
anticipation for Disneyland traffic was backed up for seven miles of 
people waiting to get into the parking lot. Plus 50% of the US 
population watched the live TV broadcast on ABC.  Just after seven 
weeks after opening Disneyland welcomed its one-millionth visitor. 
Within four years Disney paid ABC back the entire amount of the 
loan.   
  
But that wasn’t satisfying to Walt the big dreamer. By the 
way it’s interesting to note that when Walt was younger, he was 
fired from a newspaper, the editor who fired him said Walt lacked 
imagination and had no good ideas. LOL! He had his eye on 
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some swampland in Florida of very little value in the middle of 
nowhere and no one around. Disney world is on 43 square miles, 
25,000-27,000 acres.  
  
What we want to learn from Disney- page 18  
  

1. Dream big  
2. Work hard  
3. Risk taker- Walt was definitely a risk taker. He wasn’t reckless 
but he knew how to take a calculated risk. When planning to 
open a park on the east coast he was told people on east coast 
were too serious to be into something so silly as a mouse. So at 
the World’s fair on the east coast, he decided to test his 
ideas. Sure, enough he was right and it gave him the confirmation 
he needed to forge ahead with what he called at that time the 
“Florida Project.” Which was a huge jump from Disneyland. 
Disneyworld would consume 43 square miles.   

  
  

4. Constantly learn. Walt constantly was learning from people and 
asking his team to go out and learn by asking questions.   

  
Walt was familiar with the saying, “think outside the box” and 
he didn’t agree with it. He used to say, “No don’t think outside 
the box, because you admit there is a box.”  

  
  

5. Attention to details  
  
Illustration: When you go to nice hotels and nice restaurants- 
UPSCALE the bathrooms are meticulous.  
The toilet paper edges folded to make a triangle shape. Is that 
necessary no but what its says to me is this is a nice place 
because this is only done in nice places. Any place can be a 
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nice place. The church and its ministries all should be nice 
places. It’s a simple thing that speaks volumes.  
 
Walt wanted everything to be the absolute best while getting 
better and better. To achieve this, he had to pay attention to 
details.  
 
Example :) Walt would sometimes buy a hotdog from a cart at 
a random spot. Casually walk and eat the hotdog and note the 
exact spot where he finished. If there was no trash can there, 
he would immediately arrange for one to be at that spot. That’s 
caring about the details.  
 
Later trash cans were installed throughout the parks within 
about 25 steps from each other.  
 
Streets painted red to give the illusion of red-carpet 
experience. 
Sides were curvy because that’s how people walk not at 90-
degree angles.  
Popcorn machines are strategically placed.  
Music is strategically played as you enter the park- upbeat and 
as you leave more mellow subdued and peacefully to create a 
calm atmosphere as people leave.  
Pirates of Caribbean has ocean air smell, on purpose. 
 
Walt was very careful in what guests were allowed to see and 
cast members. Cast members can see the behind the scenes 
stuff.  
 
But where the magic happens, the stage, the park you don’t 
get to see the behind the scenes stuff. 
 
Never see brooms or cleaning supplies unless they are being 
used.  
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No stacks of boxes. 
Trash 
No employees smoking eating or arguing.  
 
Nothing that could create a negative experience is allowed to 
be seen by the guest.  
  

6. Plussing- Everyone who had the privilege of working with Walt 
knew the term plus=- He personally was always looking for ways 
to plus something. That meant to improve. When his 
animators or imagineers approached him with what they would 
deem as finished he would challenge them to plus it. Make it 
better.  Keep finding ways to make it better.  

We know it as CANEI Constant and Never Ending improving. We 
need to get that into our psyche- constantly thinking how we can 
always “plus it.”  
  

7. Everything is designed for a great customer experience, 
everything.  

 
The purpose of business is not to make money it’s to get and keep 
customers. 
 
Golden rule: Treat people the way you want to be treated. Treat 
customers the way you want to be treated.  
 
On one occasion a few weeks after the opening of Disneyland a 
gardener approached Walt and said, “Walt, look at this! We need to 
install a fence because people are walking on the grass to take 
pictures of the Sleeping Beauty castle!” 
 
Without hesitation, Walt said, “The guests are absolutely right, that’s 
a great place to take photos. What we need is a path to make it 
easier for them.” 
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Walt’s priority was the customer. The guests.  
 

 
8. Everything is marketing and marketing is everything. Do what 
you do so well that they will want to see it again and bring their 
friends. I learned this as a youth pastor. Kids didn’t like church 
because it was boring and irrelevant and not done well. When I 
became a youth leader at 20 the challenge for me was to be 
different. I had been to one youth “group” in my life when I was 
a teen and it was so bad I swore I’d never go back, and I didn’t. 
Now I’m in the driver’s seat. Roles reversed. I didn’t want a youth 
group, I wanted a youth ministry, something that connects with 
teens and serves their needs even without them knowing it. To do 
that we had to create an atmosphere that was not like church- we 
formed a band, stage, backdrops, tv’s, projectors when it first 
came out, pool tables, junk food, etc…  

  
Marketing is anything we do that affects other people’s view of our 
business/ministry.  
  
Whether it’s a well-designed postcard or other type of mailer.  
Whether it’s our brand.  
Our signage  
Our look, feel and smell of our building. (never let them see things 
that are behind the scenes stuff.)  
Outdoor appeal. (look and cleanliness)  
Our attitude.  
Our desire for customer care and service.  
  
The very first business principle I learned while beginning our youth 
ministry was “If we don’t care for our customers somebody else 
will.”  
  
Walt said, “Cast members are trained to be aware that their primary 
role is to help the guest.”   
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It is all about the guests, the customers, the members.  
  
Customers are the real bosses. They pay our paychecks.  Without 
the customer there is no money. 
  
The key to effective marketing is, “Do what you do so well that they 
will want to see it again and bring their friends.”  
 
When we first began and I was heavily involved we constantly heard 
how kids were trying to get their friends to come because we 
weren’t boring.  
  

9. Disneyworld, land was his territory and house, and he would 
go up to anyone and everyone to make sure they are taken care 
of.   
 
10. Make it easy and convenient for the customer. Disney has 
always made it easy to spend your money. From cards to magic 
bands. Convenience is what customers are looking for. See page 
49.  
 
11. Master the add on. Sell more to existing customers. It’s 
called upselling or cross selling. One of the easiest ways to make 
more money is to upsell. Sell more to existing customers. Increase 
quantities. Upgrades. Relevant additional items. Disney tickets 
offer a host of add-on options. McDonalds classic add on phrase- 
“Would you like fries with that?” “Would you like to supersize 
that? Using scarcity is another Disney tactic. Beat the vault. Pickup 
this timeless Disney classic before it goes back into the vault.” 
Scarcity encourages people to not procrastinate and feel like they 
are missing out.  
 
12. Innovate- Walt said, “I believe in being an innovator.” Walt 
declared himself to be an innovator rather than an inventor. 
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Inventors create something new that has never been done 
before. Innovators build on things that already exist. They rework 
it and figure out ways to make it better. That’s the goal of 
innovators, making things that already exist BETTER. Walt was 
always thinking how he and everyone on the team could make 
things better. Improve. Everyday IMPROVE IMPROVE and 
IMPROVE. Steve Jobs built an empire on this principle. He 
improved on things that someone else invented. IPOD is a huge 
example of how it got restarted. Much of Walt’s inspiration for his 
parks came from an amusement park in Denmark called Trivoli 
Gardens that he and his wife visited in 1951. He took their ideas 
and made them better in the United States. Page 83.  

 
“Get a good idea and stay with it. Dog it, and work at it until it’s 
done. And done right.” 
 
How can we improve? 
What things could we make better? 
 
 

13. Walt was a master at creating WOW experiences. 
Everything from the sight, the sound and even the smells. Every 
themed area was and is strategically designed to create a WOW 
experience. Everything. Even during the waiting in lines there are 
things to entertain and catch your attention while you wait in an 
hour-long line. Buzz light year, space themed from the waiting to 
the ride and when you leave. With many options for you to 
purchase a bunch of stuff. I love the Kilimanjaro safari. The whole 
scene from beginning to end is safari. They even have videos to 
watch while you wait. They also have apps to play games while 
you wait. They think of everything possible to make your 
experience better. The color choices, the décor, the props, 
lighting, music and even the smells are all designed for the WOW 
experience. 
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How can we create a WOW experience?  
 
Man looks on the outward God looks on the inside. We are trying to 
reach man, God is already saved, so we must think about what 
people experience in our churches and businesses.  
 

14. Disney’s Core Values 
 

The Walt Disney Company's core values—often summarized as a set 
of six primary cultural pillars—are Storytelling, Innovation, Quality, 
Community, Optimism, and Decency (with Inclusion being another 
key modern addition).  

These principles form the operational guardrails of the brand, 
guiding everything from creative content creation to customer 
service and philanthropy.  

• Storytelling: The undeniable heart of Disney. Every film, ride, 
attraction, and show is designed to tell a compelling story, 
connect with audiences, and foster meaningful relationships.  

• Innovation: A commitment to never settle for the status quo. 
Disney empowers cast members to find creative solutions and 
aggressively embraces new technology (e.g., streaming and 
theme park robotics).  

• Quality: Excelling in every detail to provide the highest-grade 
entertainment in the global market. Disney strives to never 
compromise on the standards that make the brand special.  

• Community: Creating a fun, family-friendly environment and 
giving back. Disney invests heavily in underrepresented 
communities and programs supporting children's well-being 
and family resilience.  

• Optimism: Leading with positivity, hope, and belief in the team 
to overcome challenges and achieve ambitious, magical goals.  



9 
 

• Decency: Honoring and respecting guests, employees, and 
partners. Walt Disney firmly believed in a family-friendly focus, 
and decency remains a pillar of their organizational culture. 

• Entertain: Walt said, Laughter is no enemy to learning and 
entertainment is at the heart of what Disney theme parks are all 
about.  

The "Seven Dwarfs" Mnemonic 

Historically, for guest service training, Disney utilized a set of seven 
core guidelines for cast behavior, which were memorably mapped 
to the Seven Dwarfs from Snow White:  

• Happy (Smile): Make eye contact and smile. 
• Sneezy (Welcome): Greet every guest warmly. 
• Bashful (Reach Out): Seek out guest contact instead of shying 

away. 
• Doc (Service Recovery): Provide immediate solutions if 

something goes wrong. 
• Grumpy (Appropriate Body Language): Always maintain a 

professional and positive demeanor. 
• Sleepy (Preserve the Magic): Create dreams and protect the 

magical experience. 
• Dopey (Thank): Thank every guest sincerely as they leave.  
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Leadership Lessons of Walt Disney 
 

A legend. Certainly, an incredible SUCCESS by 
anyone’s definition. You would be hard pressed to find a man whose 
vision and inspiration has positively touched more lives. At this very 
moment, kids and families are skipping around and smiling the 
grandest of smiles because of his vision; to create “the happiest 
place on earth”, Disneyland and Disneyworld.  
 
Walter Elias Disney was a film and animation pioneer and innovator 
whose achievements sparked the imagination of people throughout 
the world. Disney moved to a farm outside of Marceline, Missouri, 
with his family in 1906. In 1910, his family moved to Kansas City, 
Missouri. After service as a World War I ambulance driver, Disney 
returned to Kansas City and opened his first animation studio. 
 
Winner of a record 32 Academy Awards in his lifetime, Disney 
amassed a remarkable body of work. His major accomplishments 
include producing the first synchronized sound cartoon, Steamboat 
Willie (1928); initiating the use of the three-color process in 
animation for motion pictures; producing the first feature-length 
animated picture, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937); and 
creating the family theme park Disneyland and such beloved 
characters as Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. 
He imagined and began building the greatest and cleanest theme 
park and city on the planet on a swampland, 27,000 acres, in 
Orlando, a place no one ever heard of today, has one of the busiest 
airports in America. Even on his death bed he looked at the ceiling 
tile as he imagined Epcot and communicated it specifically from 
imagination to his brother. 
 
Disney empire became a world leader in every facet of 
entertainment: movies, television, stage shows, home 
entertainment, interactive games, internet programming, music, 
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books, magazines, products, and more. And it was all started by a 
mouse.  
 
He changed Hollywood in the cartoon industry and in making color. 
He changed customer service. 
He changed the theme park world. 
He changed business. 
He changed the World and is still doing it through his imagination, 
creativity, and leadership. He just wanted to make people happy! 
 

• Great leaders communicate and connect with stories. That’s 

wow he sold the idea of snow white.  

• Great leaders lead with passion.  

• Great leaders tap into their divine gift called imagination. 

Imagining a theme park… 

• Great leaders recruit and utilize people. 

• Great leaders advance through adversity.  

• Great leaders serve. 

• Great leaders know the power of a dream. This whole thing 

started w a mouse. If you can dream it, you can do it.He really 

had a simple vision- he wanted to make people happy.  

• Great leaders stay in their lane recruit others to fill the gap. Roy 

did business and they hired master marketer. Herman Kay 

Kamen.  

• Great leaders pay close attention to details. Walt was fanatical 

about the details.  

• Great leaders are made better through partnership. Walt 

valued partnership and teamwork. Without Roy there would be 

no Disney. 

• Great leaders value people. Walt valued people. 
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• Great leaders excel in customer service. Walt values customer 

service. Disney empire works hard at growing in their serve. 

The best companies are like tennis- The one who wins serves 

the best. 

• Great leaders seek to excel. Walt valued quality and 

excellence.  

• Great leaders impart, empower, and develop other leaders. 

Walt was a developer of leaders. When Walt died what people 

consider to be prematurely who would it be to step up and 

lead the massive Disney Empire. Roy was the master when it 

came to the finances, but Walt was the visionary, imaginary and 

creative one. When Walt died Roy became the imaginator and 

the finance guy. Walt and Roy in one. Roy had spent so much 

time with Walt, watching and learning. He also honored, 

respected and revered his younger brother, so that when it was 

time for him to step up and lead he was ready.   

 

Roy is a mastermind. Hired us steel to build a monorail to go 

through a resort hotel the contemporary. During the project us 

steel can’t do it. He fires them, buys the company, rehires the 

fired workers and starts his own company to build his 

dream.  Walt Disney world is most visited theme park resort on 

earth.  

“Somehow I can’t believe there are any heights that can’t be scaled 
by a man who knows the secret of making dreams come true,” 
Disney once reflected. He then went on to suggest success can be 
summarized in “Four C’s” – curiosity, confidence, courage, and 
constancy. 
 
“Somehow, I can’t believe that there are any heights that can’t be 
scaled by a man who knows the secrets of making dreams come true. 
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This special secret, it seems to me, can be summarized in four Cs. 
They are curiosity, confidence, courage, and constancy, and the 
greatest of all is confidence. When you believe in a thing, believe in it 
all the way, implicitly and unquestionably.” Walt Disney 
 
Walt Disney believed that his leadership style could be 
summarized by four C's: courage, curiosity, constancy, and 
confidence. He considered these values to be guiding principles 
that helped him build a successful business empire and inspire 
people around the world. Disney also said that anyone could adopt 
these values to help them find their own path to success. 
 
Curiosity which inspires creativity. Walt was the epitome of 
creativity.  
“I have no special talents; I am only passionately curious.” Albert 
Einstein 
“We keep moving forward, opening new door, and doing new 
things, because we are curious- and curiosity keeps leading us down 
new paths.” Disney 
 
Confidence is a faith issue. Faith in God and in one’s God-given 
abilities. 
“We believed in our idea, a family park where parents and children 
could have fun, together.” Disney 
 
Courage- which is a character issue. 
“All our dreams can come true if we have the courage to pursue 
them.” Walt Disney 
Psychological studies show that high achieving successful people 
are not overly concerned about what others think. 
“Walt lived the life of his own imagination. Most people are afraid to 
do that, but Walt was fearless that way.” How to Be Like Walt 
 
Constancy- Persistence which is an attitude.  
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“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a 
habit.” Aristotle 

 

 
 

 


