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Executive Summary 
This report focuses on Walt Disney, how he dealt with change at his time at Disney, his 
transformational leadership style, decisions and how they impacted his employees and 
culture at Disney. This report’s purpose is to inform its readers about Walt Disney’s 
impact on Disney as a leader. This report was researched and then the researcher put it 
into words. This report uses many different sources such as books, websites, blogs and 
articles. This report proves that Walt Disney was an excellent leader who thrived in 
challenging situations and cared about his company and had a strong sense of company 
culture and values. Some recommendations for improving the Disney that Walt could 
have implemented are cross-team collaboration, constructive feedback and setting 
achievable goals for employees. This report and its recommendations are extremely 
important as a lot of people know about Disney as a company but not about the mind 
behind it. 

 

Introduction 
Walt Disney is the founder of Disney, voice actor of early days Mickey Mouse and Jiminy 
Cricket, producer of movies such as Snow White, Sleeping Beauty and Cinderella and 
envisioned and initiated the plans for Walt Disney World (Levitt, 2023) (Disney Parks, 
2023) (The Telegraph, 2017). Disney is a mass media and entertainment company which 
has 12 theme parks across six resort destinations worldwide, a cruise line and 25 resorts 
and villas (Disneyworld, n.d.) (Disney Experiences, n.d.). Walt Disney struggled with 
many challenges during his career such as financial setbacks, creative struggles and a 



labour dispute. Before he started Disney, Walt and his brother Roy launched a cartoon 
business called Laugh-O-Gram studios in 1920 which was bankrupt, he had a nervous 
breakdown after creating Mickey Mouse, during World War two his animators went on 
strike and Disneyworld’s opening day got the name ‘Black Sunday’ (Pak, 2020).    This 
report will focus on how Walt Disney’s approach to leadership helped manage change, 
how Walt’s actions impacted Disney’s culture and how his decisions helped boost 
Disney's performance especially during difficult times. 

 

Leadership and Change Management 
Despite Walt Disney’s struggles he never lost sight of his goal to create joy filled 
entertainment. After Walt went bankrupt due to Laugh-O-Gram studios he failed at 
acting however after that he noticed there weren’t any animation studios in California 
which is where him and his brother moved to, and he created the character Oswald the 
Lucky Rabbit who was a star in one reel animation. This shows determination as he 
chose to persevere and rebuild his career rather than give up (Pak, 2020). 

However, when he travelled to New York to renegotiate his contract he discovered his 
producer took his animators and Walt no longer had legal rights to Oswald. Disney 
decided to start again and, on his train, back to California he created Mickey Mouse 
which shows adaptability as he didn’t dwell on setback instead and persevered (Davis, 
2024).  

  Bankers rejected Mickey Mouse 300 times before one said yes however even with the 
success of Mickey Mouse Walt Disney still struggled to keep Disney afloat as he was 
overworked and had tensions with his employer who stole his animators from him, all 
this lead to a mental breakdown. After taking some time off he came back to work with 
Snow White and the Seven Drawfs which was a big hit. This shows focus and 
determination as even when he was struggling he remained focused on his goals 
(Mohammed, 2018). 

  Walt’s animators going on strike contributed to his debt of $4,000,000, to stop this 
Walt turned into television to make shows such as Mickey Mouse Clubhouse and Davy 
Crockett which was a big success. This shows innovation as he pushed the boundaries 
of animation and television by commercialising his success even more and was quick 
to recognize the potential of television and adapt his storytelling approach to the new 
medium (Alonso, 2023) (Beattie, 2022). 

  On the opening day of Disneyland forged tickets brought more visitors than expected, 
it was so hot it was melting women's heels and some of the rides were malfunctioning 
which caused the name Black Sunday. However, Walt persevered until he turned 



Disneyworld into a big part of his brand and cleared his debts, he said “all the troubles 
and obstacles, have strengthened me” (Pak, 2020).  

Walt Disney showed leadership skills by emphasizing quality and detail. Disney was 
known for his meticulous attention to detail and his insistence on high-quality 
standards, ensuring that every aspect of Disneyland contributed to the overall magical 
experience (Beaver, 2023). 

Walt Disney was known for closely observing staff by wondering around Disneyland to 
see them working and casually talking to them and actively seek staff ideas and input 
(Snow, 2018). Walt also focused on visual communication through storyboards, models 
and concept drawings and made sure everyone was on the same page (Dixon, 2014). 
Walt Disney built trust with his stakeholders through personal engagement, storytelling 
and a focus on creating a positive and inclusive environment (Disney Institute, 2019).  

  Walt Disney's legacy of innovation, storytelling, and a relentless pursuit of excellence, 
instilled in the company, allows Disney to adapt and succeed during change by 
fostering a culture of creativity, embracing new technologies, and constantly innovating 
to maintain relevance and appeal.  

  Disney's ability to craft compelling narratives and create memorable characters has 
resonated with audiences for generations. This focus on storytelling is crucial for 
Disney's ability to connect with people and build strong brands, even as the 
entertainment landscape evolves (Beaver, 2023). 

 

 

Leadership Style, Culture and People 
Walt Disney was a transformational leader, this means that he inspired and motivated 
his team by encouraging personal growth and innovation and with a clear vision for the 
future. He encouraged new ideas by thinking outside the box and made sure that his team 
trust and respect him (Liotopoulos, 2023) (Northouse, 2022). 

Walt prioritized his employees, providing them with good pay, specialized training, and a 
positive work environment, fostering a sense of family and belonging within the company 
(Liotopoulos, 2023) He encouraged his team to embrace creativity and innovation, 
pushing the boundaries of what was possible in animation and entertainment (Yie, 2021). 

Disney's relentless pursuit of excellence and his commitment to innovation created a 
culture that embraced change as an opportunity for improvement. This focus on quality 
and pushing boundaries allowed the company to adapt to evolving consumer tastes and 
market trends (Yie, 2021). 



Walt’s innovation inspired Disney to diversify into live-action films, television and other 
media platforms required adapting to new technologies and market trends. This 
innovation allowed Disney to successfully navigate these changes and maintain its 
brand identity (Liotopoulos, 2023). 

Staff that work at Disney get trained at the Disney institute which is the professional 
development and external training arm of the company. It offers professional 
development courses, private learning events and advisory services (Disney Institute, 
2019). 

Disney's leadership style was communal and collaborative, encouraging team members 
to contribute their ideas and insights (Millbower, 2020). Disneyland Paris offer various 
team-building activities and workshops which are esigned to enhance collaboration, 
communication, and problem-solving skills, all while incorporating Disney's unique 
approach to teamwork (Disneyland Paris Business Solutions, 2025). 

Deal and Kenedy define organizational culture as ‘the way people in an organization think 
and act’ (Deal and Kennedy, 1982). Charles Handy created an organisational culture 
model to explain the four main types of culture. Person culture values individuals and the 
organisation exists to support the workers. Power culture is where a small group of 
people or one leader has the most control and makes key decisions. In a role culture 
there are clear job roles and responsibilities, so everyone knows what they need to do. 
Task culture focuses on getting specific tasks or projects done by teams (Handy, 1993). 

 The key company culture pillars Walt has implemented are creativity and innovation, 
optimism and inspiration, family-friendly and inclusive, focus on quality and excellence, 
employee engagement and development and decency and wholesomeness (Disney, 
2023). 

Disney's leadership style allowed followers to have some level of influence over the top 
management's final decision. He demanded creativity and gave his workers an 
opportunity to present new ideas (Yie, 2021). 

Expedia a travel technology company has demonstrated its ability to innovate by 
integrating ChatGPT into its app for personalized trip planning and by expanding its 
offerings to include a wider range of travel experiences (Nguyen, 2024). Disney could use 
AI to create fully immersive attractions at the Disney parks. 

 Walt Disney’s leadership developed over time. At the beginning of his career, he 
motivated his employees with his passion and enthusiasm for his work and was a hands-
on leader who was deeply involved in the creative process often micromanaging projects 
(Liotopoulos, 2023).  However, he was also known for his temper and lack of patience 
which caused difficulties for his team (Jim Korkis, 2019).  



 As Disney grew older, he focused more on communicating his vision and inspiring his 
team rather than micromanaging. He valued his team and often attributed his success 
to them (Disney Institute, 2019).  

  As Walt was near the end of his career, he evolved into a kind, impish, and wise man, 
freed from the daily grind and becoming a visionary everyone loved . He became a TV star 
thanks to his Disneyland TV show, which further solidified his image as a visionary leader 
(Millbower, 2020).   

 

Stategic Recommendations for Leadership 
Walt Disney was a visionary leader however there are some areas where he could’ve 
improved. He could’ve fostered a more diverse and inclusive work environment.  He 
could have recruited people from diverse backgrounds or put diversity and inclusion 
training in place for his staff (EW Group, n.d.) (Watson and Lam, 2022). Modern 
leadership emphasizes the importance of creating a workplace where everyone feels 
valued and respected, regardless of background or identity. Disney could have actively 
sought out and incorporated diverse voices and perspectives into his leadership 
decisions, fostering a more inclusive and collaborative environment (Hindie, 2024).  
However, this is something that Disney are now implementing with a black Ariel and the 
movie Soul whose main character is black (IMDB, 2023) (IMDb, 2020) 

Walt could’ve strengthened employee wellbeing by implementing an employee 
wellness program initiative and included resources like fitness programs, stress 
management, and financial wellness support (Hibob, n.d.).  Employee wellness 
programs have also been shown to positively impact employee engagement and reduce 
healthcare costs. A study found a correlation between maintaining a balanced diet and 
increased productivity, suggesting that wellness initiatives that promote healthy eating 
can be beneficial. However, it is essential for organizations to tailor their wellness 
programs based on employee feedback to ensure effectiveness and acceptance 
(Kumar, McCalla and Lybeck, 2009). 

Walt could’ve enhanced employee communication through regular team meetings. 
Team meetings play a crucial role in enhancing communication and collaboration 
within organisations, which are fundamental for achieving productivity and efficiency. 
Regular team meetings are associated with improved employee engagement and 
overall performance. These meetings facilitate open dialogue, allowing employees to 
share information, address concerns, and foster a culture of trust and feedback 
(Philomena, 2024). 



Walt could’ve increased employee engagement through focusing on employee 
development. Providing opportunities for skill development, mentoring, and 
performance-based rewards can significantly improve employee morale and 
engagement. When employees perceive that their growth is supported, they are more 
likely to engage fully with their work (Jan and Sisodia, 2024).  

He could’ve embraced modern technological advancements by using data analytics to 
gain a better understanding of audiences which would aid him in coming up with 
successful ideas for movies (Ahmed, 2021). 

Walt could have made it easier for people to advance in their career which would be a 
big incentive for his team to do their job to the best of their ability and fostered a more 
cohesive team. (Stahl et al., 2009). He could do this by implementing employee training 
programs such as leadership or upskilling or reskilling programs (Gupta, 2023). 

 

Conclusion 
Overall, Walt Disney was an excellent leader who never gave up, made the best of bad 
situations, had firm morals and stuck to them such as innovation, creativity and 
optimism, listened to and encouraged his employees and had a relentless pursuit of 
excellence. 

 Walt’s legacy of innovation follows through to the next generation of employees as he 
encouraged his team to personally be creative and innovative so they can embrace new 
ideas and technology and also embrace change as an opportunity for improvement. He 
made sure his team respect and trust him by creating a sense of family within the 
organisation which is crucial to a positive work environment. 

However, there are some things that Walt could have done to improve. He could have 
enhanced team motivation by improving cross-department collaboration. It is important 
that all of the departments at Disney work together as a team and if they help each other 
on different areas then the team would be stronger. 
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