
IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

Corporate Universities 

Professional 
Development 
the Disney Way 

M I C K E Y 

IS EVERYWHERE, 

of course. There is 
the larger- than- l i fe-
size, w a l k i n g - a r o u n d 
M o u s e h imse l f , a n d 
there are his many like-
nesses a d o r n i n g every-
th ing f r o m ho te l s o a p 
to buildings. The familiar 
s i l houe t t e wi th s auce r 
e a r s is a l so ho le -
p u n c h e d on receipts 
and e v e n p o p s u p 
as list bu l l e t s in 
the written ma-
terials at Dis-
ney Inst i tute , a 
state-of-the-art, idyl-
lic campus where Disney 

University's external train- Q n i \ o e freels of its 25th Anniversary 
ing p r o g r a m s — c a l l e d , guest 
programs—are p re sen t ed . But 
against the fantastical backdrop of Celebration, Walt Disney World is 
the Magic Kingdom, Disney is quite 
serious about professional develop-
ment- planning a new theme park, ancl 

Disney University's professional de-
velopment programs aim to show other 
organizations how Walt Disney World Re- gearing Up its professional 
sort operates and what makes it all appear 
to work so seamlessly. 

"Synergy is one thing we do really well at development programs. 
Disney," says Valerie Oberle, vice president 
of Disney University Guest Programs. An ex-
ample of that synergy is combining business Discover the Disney Difference. 
programs with personal-fulfillment courses at 
Disney Institute, and making it hospitable for 
family members to come along when people 
are there for the business workshops. The 
message is that Disney values a work-life 
balance. 

But Oberle emphasizes that, for all the fun and fantasy, Dis-
ney has to deal with real, everyday issues—managing people, de-
veloping leaders, providing quality customer service, and orienting 
workers—just like other organizations. 

At Disney Institute, everything is related to learning—from the profes-
sional development programs on such topics as leadership, people manage-
ment, and customer service to vacation-type courses on gourmet cooking, 
clay animation, bird watching, and even relationships. There's a sports and B Y H A I D E E A L L E R T O N 
fitness center, a theater with perfect acoustics, guest bungalows, and a day -
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camp for kids—not to mention canoe-
ing a n d golf. It's all part of w h a t ' s FUN FACTS 
called, the Disney Difference. 

Right away, one difference you no-
tice is the language. Visitors to Walt 
Disney World Resort and the Disney 
Institute are referred to as guests. Em-
ployees—42,000 of t h e m — a r e cast 
members, whe the r they per form on 
stage or work beh ind the scenes, at 
w h a t e v e r level . Per iod ica l ly , desk 
denizens change places with Disney 
workers that meet and greet the pub-
lic. All cast members, from vice presi-
dents and directors on down, have to 
spend an afternoon as a Disney char-
acter. One such executive tells how in 
his stint as Goofy, he misjudged the 
l e n g t h of his c o s t u m e a r m s a n d 
knocked down a guest while trying to 
point directions. Fortunately, no harm 
w a s d o n e . (He a l so says that you 
wouldn't believe how hot and heavy 
the costumes are.) 

Hiring is done at Disney's Casting 
Center. T h e show is w h a t D i s n e y 
does—from the actual entertainment 
to providing friendly service to mak-
ing sure that the adventures and at-
tractions (not rides) are safe. At the 
c o r e of D i s n e y ' s i n t e r n a l t r a i n i n g 
are storytelling and the traditions, 
t h r o u g h w h i c h n e w cast m e m b e r s 
learn a b o u t D i sney ' s h i s t o r y — n o t 
from professional trainers, but f rom 
rank-and-fi le employees w h o relate 
their own real-life experiences work-
ing at Disney World and Disneyland. 
Some that knew Walt are still around 
to share their personal memories of 
the visionary man that began it all. 

Walt Disney not only had true vi-
sion—after all. he a imed some swamp 
land into a playland—he wasn't timid 
about putting vision into action. For 
instance, he didn't hesitate to halt pro-
duction on Snow White—almost com-
pleted in b lack-and-whi te—to start 
over and take advantage of new color 
animation, at great expense. 

At Disney Univers i ty ' s in te rna l -
t ra in ing faci l i ty (a r a t h e r h u m b l e -
looking edifice compared to the Dis-
ney Institute), many new cast mem-
bers get to watch the Mickey Mouse 
Club for the first time. (Disney hires a 
lot of 18-year-olds.) According to Jim 
C u n n i n g h a m , p rog ram manage r of 
business programs, all cast members 
learn three magic imperatives: 

Prog rci m participa nts 
on a field trip to the 

Mag ic Kingdom. 

1. Keep the park 
clean. 
2. Create happiness. 
3. Do your job. 

The principles of Disney's internal 
t ra ining mesh into its ou t s ide pro-
grams. which stress values, vision, and 
a focused approach. Cunningham says 
that Disney knows that it always has to 
up the "wow" factor for repeat guests. 
"You're in second place if you meet ex-
pectations," he says. "You need to ex-
ceed them. We're convinced of that." 

Tickets t o success 
Disney began developing its external 
training in 1984, with a professional 
development program for educators. 
By 1986, t h e D i s n e y A p p r o a c h to 
Business and Management programs 
were on board. 

"Since then , o n e big c h a n g e has 
been the customized aspect," says Ju-
di Daley, manager of Disney Universi-
ty Guest Programs. Daley was one of 
the original 5,500 cast members when 
Disney World opened in Lake Buena 
Vista, Florida, in 1971. (In the ensuing 
25 years, more than 100 million peo-
ple have made more than 500 million 

w Disney is the largest user of fire-
works in the Western Hemisphere. 
* * D i s n e y Wor ld Resor t c o v e r s 
more than 30,000 acres , 8,300 of 
which are designated as a perma-
nent wildlife conservation area. 
* * Each year, DW visitors consume 
more than 46 million cokes, 7 mil-
l ion h a m b u r g e r s , 5 mi l l i on h o t 
dogs, and 5 million pounds of fries. 

Five percent of all p h o t o pro-
cessing done by Kodak in the Unit-
ed States is of pictures taken at Dis-
ney theme parks. 
• • • E a c h year , 1,100 visi tors that 
park in the Disney 

World lot leave their keys in their 
cars with the engines running. 

The question that guests ask cast 
members most often is. "Where is 
the bathroom?" 

T h e s e c o n d most f r e q u e n t l y 
asked question is, "What time is the 3 
o'clock parade?" (That's when friend-
ly customer service is sorely tested. 
Disney has de te rmined , however , 
that what the guest is really asking is, 
"What time will the 3 o'clock parade 
pass where I plan to be?") 

Walt Disney is not cryogenically 
frozen. 
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T H E D I S N E Y D I F F E R E N C E 

A consistent theme is more impor-
tant t han a miss ion; miss ion s ta te-
ments just require updat ing. An ex-
a m p l e of a service t heme is always 
making eye contact with guests. 
w Empower staff and give them the 
tools to d o their jobs. An example is 
the pa rk ing lot a t t endan t w h o d e -
s igned a sys tem for he lp ing gues ts 
f i n d t h e i r c a r s w h e n t h e y f o r g e t 
w h e r e they p a r k e d them. (The at-
t e n d a n t d e s i g n e d a c h a r t tha t 
records within what t ime slot each 
row fills u p . T h e n , a n y a t t e n d a n t 
can ask a guest what time he or she 

arrived at the park and consult the 
chart to find the car.) 
w Make su re cast m e m b e r s k n o w 
the priorities and their order of im-
p o r t a n c e : Safe ty , c o u r t e s y , s h o w , 
and efficiency. 

Lateral moves within Disney are 
perceived as p romot ions and cele-
brated. 

In trying to remedy a service er-
ror, r emember that the facts are ne-
got iable , but a gues t ' s pe rcep t ions 
are not. 
* * "Entertain and h o p e to educate , 
not educa te and hope to entertain." 

—Walt Disney 

The Disney 
Approach to Quality 
Service: Customized for 
the Automotive Industry 
is desig ned for princi-
pals, managers, and su-
pervisors of automotive-
related businesses. 

visits to the resort.) 
S a y s D a l e y , "We 

r e c o g n i z e d that peo -
ple in d i f fe ren t busi -

nesses have d i f fe ren t needs . So. w e 
give a sampling of some things we 've 
done , such as model ing great sen-ice, 
t h a t [ p a r t i c i p a n t s ] c a n a d a p t , n o t 
a d o p t . They say, "OK, I u n d e r s t a n d 
h o w that might b e benef ic ia l for us 
e v e n t h o u g h w e don ' t run a t h e m e 
park or resort.'" 

Daley says that the initiative to get 
serious about offering external training 
was p rompted by the general shift in 
the bus iness wor ld to p e r f o r m a n c e -
b a s e d . m e a s u r a b l e t ra in ing . "There 
was a great emphasis in organizations 
on the right kind of training to yield re-
sults. So, w e k n e w there was a market 
looking for specifics." Disney's leaders 
also recogn ized that Disney had the 
resources, the site, and the capability 
to s h o w practices in action—a "living 
classroom," as Disney calls it. 

D a l e y s a y s tha t h e a l t h c a r e w a s 
one of the first industries to c o m e to 

Program guests gaze on 
Cinderella s Castle. 

Disney and say, "We have to look at 
t h e service Disney is providing. W e 
might be able to translate to our busi-
ness s o m e th ings D i s n e y is do ing ." 
Daley thinks that the r eason health-
care organizations became interested 
in particular in the Disney Approach 
to Quality Service is that the field is 
becoming more competitive. 

" T h e d i f f e r e n c e n o w h a s t o d o 
with the reason p e o p l e c h o o s e their 
health-care providers; it's all about re-
lationships—with the respect, service, 
and responsiveness that have become 
important." 

In speaking of the professional de-
v e l o p m e n t p r o g r a m s overal l . Daley 
says that Disney opens itself for others 
to look at h o w it does things. "We don't 
say, 'Here ' s h o w you might d o it.' It 
isn't just theory; it's theory in practice. 
Hear, see, and scrutinize how we do it." 

It would be hard to argue with Dis-
n e y ' s s u c c e s s , as an e n t e r t a i n m e n t 
b u s i n e s s and as a c u s t o m e r service 
l egend . O n e f igure speaks for itself: 
70 percent of visitors to Disney theme 
parks are repeat guests. As for inter-
nal profess ional deve lopmen t , many 
managers c o m e f rom lower-level po-
si t ions wi th in the c o m p a n y . Valerie 
Ober le , for example , began her Dis-
ney career in guest relations in a cler-
ical role. 

Given its s c o p e and size, Disney-
World could lie considered a number 
of industr ies : en t e r t a i nmen t , resort , 
food service, utilities, and transporta-
tion. Just for example , it opera tes al-
m o s t as m a n y b u s e s a s t h e city in 
which it resides. It a lso m a n a g e s 16 
hotels. Twro acres of solar panels cre-
a te m u c h of the p o w e r f o r the Uni-
verse of Energy attraction. And the re-
sort recycles more than 30 percent of 
its waste. (See the box, Fun Facts, to 
find out how much food it serves.) 

T h e p ivota l p r e m i s e of D i sney ' s 
profess iona l d e v e l o p m e n t p rograms 
is that they have valuable lessons for 
all t ypes of o rgan iza t ions . It 's all in 
t h e a p p l i c a t i o n . O r g a n i z a t i o n s can 
observe h o w Disney does things and 
t h e n a p p l y t h o s e l e s s o n s to a r e a s 
w h e r e there are similarities. 

The fun factor 
Daley ' s a n s w e r to w h e t h e r there 's a 
conscious effort to make training fun 
at Disney is, "Always, always, always." 
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TELEPHONE "DOCTOR-
C U S T O M E R S E R V I C E T R A I N I N G 
Improving the Performance of People on the Phone!* 

C U S T O M E R SERVICE AND 

T E L E P H O N E SKILLS T R A I N I N G P R O D U C T S 

• C O M P L E T E 1 6 - M O D U L E V I D E O 

T R A I N I N G LIBRARY 

• CD-ROMs 
• B O O K S , A U D I O S , & G A M E S 

• O N - S I T E SEMINARS 

• KEYNOTE PRESENTATIONS 

F R E E P R E V I E W S ! * 

NEW VIDEO: "What's Wrong With This Picture?' 

Ten discussion catalyst vignettes. 

NEW CD-ROM: "Five Forbidden Phrases*"and 

"Six Cardinal Rules" 
free preview offer for organizations over 100 employees. 

30 HolUnberg Ct. • St. Louis, MO 63044 

Phone: 314-291-1012 • Fax: 314-291-3710 
E-Mail: Teldoc@aol.com • Website: www.teldoc.com 

Featuring 
Nancy Friedman 

The Telephone 
"Doctor"' 

V 
r. 

4: 

15 
Y E A R S 

of Customer 
Service Training 

o 

Circle No. 160 on Reader Service Card Visit us at ASTD Booth #644 

OMETO 

Writing Skills Training 
with Editorial Feedback 

Available Now on 
the Internet! 

K A N T E N 

COMMUNICATIONS 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L 

KCI 

AT A S T D 

BOOTH # 1 1 3 2 

FOR A FREE 

DEMONSTRATION. 

www.kanten.com 

801-645-9191 

Circle No. 150 on Reader Service Card 

In fac t , D a l e y says tha t s h e h a s 
m a d e it h e r p e r s o n a l r o l e t o h e l p 
make sure the guest programs are fun 
and that there are "unexpec t ed sur-
p r i se s" at s eve ra l t u r n s d u r i n g t h e 
w o r k s h o p s . S h e s a y s t h a t D i s n e y 
knows that those surprises work—as 
w h e n a g u e s t i n t e r ac t s wi th a cast 
m e m b e r or makes a connec t ion be-
tween something Disney does and an 
area in his or her o w n organization. 

Daley says that participants come to 
Disney University already in a playful 
f r ame of mind. "So, w h e t h e r they ' re 
wearing suits or shorts, they're already 
in a mindset that they'll probably d o 
things they 'd never d o in any o ther 
training p rogram. They ' re ready. All 
w e have to do is give them the cue." 

But Daley poin ts out that partici-
pants also say that they want specific 
take-away. And she says that Disney 
University recognizes that participants 
have to go back to their organizations 
with learning that justifies their t ime 
away. "We don't want anyone asking, 
'Why did I go to Disney to learn that?' 
W e don ' t want any 'disconnects. '" 

To build in the element of fun, the 
p r o g r a m p a c k a g e s i n c l u d e g u i d e d 
field trips of backstage and on-stage 
areas to exper ience first-hand Disney 
Wor ld ' s bus iness e x a m p l e s in prac-
tice. And part icipants get f ree theme 
park admission. 

Of course, buried benea th the fun 
of the Magic Kingdom lie the under-
ground tunnels, accessed by unobtru-
sive, unmarked doors tucked here and 
there a m o n g such attractions as Cin-
derella's Castle and known only to em-
ployees. The tunnels are where Chip 
and Dale heave off their furry chip-
munk costumes to reveal the sweating, 
exhausted young workers underneath. 

The tunnels naturally seem part of 
Disney's essential elements: show and 
theming. The hidden passageways al-
low for the show to be uninterrupted. 
A cos tumed cast member of Frontier-
land, for example , can walk through 
the park to take a break without wan-
der ing into T o m o r r o w l a n d and dis-
turbing its theme. The tunnels are also 
a conduit for t ransport ing goods and 
removing trash, and they house such 
fac i l i t i e s as a l a u n d r y , w a r d r o b e 
rooms, and rest a reas for cast mem-
bers. It's a looking glass sort of experi-
e n c e to s tep f rom the fantasy-based 
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world of the Magic Kingdom down in-
to the sparse tunnels where the hard 
work is kept invisible f rom guests . 
Then, by simply opening a door, one 
re-enters the land of magic. 

Magic answers! 
Disney's culture may speak its own 
l a n g u a g e , but its p r o f e s s i o n a l de -
velopment programs talk the univer-
sal language of business: motivation-
al strategies, linking employees' 
behavior to organizational purpose, 
and contributing to optimal produc-
tivity—just to pluck a few terms from 
the program descriptions. 

But d o t he p r o g r a m s "walk t he 
talk"? Craig R. Taylor, Disney Univer-
sity's director of bus iness deve lop -
ment, admits that at first the leader-
ship program was a bit short of the 
mark. At least, that's the way some pi-
lot participants saw it. 

"They said it wasn' t d e e p enough 
and focused too much on the top," 
says Taylor candidly. "So, w e with-
drew it, redesigned it, and invited the 

pilot participants back for a free semi-
nar. Many have returned on their own 
since then." 

Adds Daley, "All w e have to do is 
stay on track." 

Tomorrowland 
Being at Disney World is such an in-
tegral part of the professional devel-
opment programs, one has to wonder 
whether Disney is exploring distance 
learning. 

Says Daley, "People talk about the 
division of high-touch and high-tech. 
A lot of our success is based on high-
touch: cast-to-guest interaction and 
cast- to-cast interact ion. That might 
not translate if you don't experience it 
[in person], 

"The richest experience, in the fu-
ture for our business, is probably go-
ing to be a combination of being able 
to access information and then get-
ting ready for the learning, ready for 
the discovery—be it through printed 
materials, on site, or online. Not one 
or the other, but a combination." 

Da ley e x p l a i n s h o w D i s n e y ' s 
unique concept of show is also part 
of the professional development pro-
grams. "We [take participants] to Ep-
cot to focus on a service approach. Or 
if we're talking about the casting (hir-
ing) process, you get to talk to some-
one in the casting area. So, you get to 
speak to a person with expert ise in 
the area you're talking about. Then, 
w e inv i t e you to e x p e r i e n c e t h e 
whole property. Then w e ask, 'What 
examples did you see?' So, it's all part 
of the design, which you can't do if 
you're in Toledo, Ohio." 

Daley concedes that not every or-
ganization can afford to bring its em-
ployees to the Disney Institute, so DI 
has taken its show on the road—such 
as, p r e s e n t i n g the Service, Disney 
Style program to chambers of com-
merce across the United States. 

W h e n a s k e d w h e t h e r d i s t a n c e 
learning will play a bigger part in Dis-
ney Universi ty 's fu tu re , Daley says 
that it could serve as a fol low up to 
on-site courses. 

If it 's y o u r job to see t ha t e m p l o y e e s put the i r bes t foot f o r w a r d 

r e p r e s e n t i n g y o u r c o m p a n y a b r o a d , t hen m a k e s u r e they a r e a s 

p r e p a r e d a s possible . Make s u r e t h e y ' r e Berlitz p r e p a r e d . 

Quick, t h o r o u g h a n d cost-effect ive, Berlitz is t he w o r l d w i d e l eader 

in l anguage ins t ruc t ion — wi th over 115 y e a r s of expe r i ence . 

And wi th over 3 2 0 l a n g u a g e c e n t e r s in over 32 coun t r i e s — Berlitz 

will be the re , w h e r e v e r a n d w h e n e v e r y o u r emp loyees need s u p p o r t . 

If you wou ldn ' t s e n d a n y o n e o t h e r t h a n y o u r bes t peop le a b r o a d , 

m a k e s u r e they h a v e the bes t l anguage skills a n d c ross -cu l tu ra l 
t r a in ing they can get. T h a t m e a n s Berlitz. 

T h e ups ide is success . The d o w n s i d e is, we l l . . . unaccep tab le . 
Call for y o u r F r e e C o n s u l t a t i o n today. 

1-800-528-8908 ext. 45 

Berlitz 
Helping the World Communicate 

Circle No. 129 on Reader Service Card 

Visit us at ASTD Booth #419 

Y o u d o . Your who le company d o e s . 

W h o takes the fal l if 
your employees fa i l in 
internat ional business? 
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I I B M a z H F i U M B F i l 
CENTER s ^riii 

INTENSIVE LANGUAGE 
TRAINING FOR BUSINESS 
PERSONS 
Learn any language in a 
matter of a few weeks at 
Cincilingua's Intensive 
Language Center 
in Cincinnati 
Established in 1972 

Package price includes: 
Hotel, lunch and all materials. 

PROGRAM: 

40 hours of private instruction 
per week (six days) 

lunch with the teacher 
Duration: 2 to 4 weeks. 

For more information 
please write or call: 

C I N C I L I N G U A ; 322 East Fourth Street 
Cincinnati, Ohio 45202 U.S.A. 

Phone: (800) 882-5776 
FAX: (513) 721-8819 

www.cincilingua.com 

Circle No. 116 on Reader Service Card 
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new media 
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AT Digital Renaissance, WE BELIEVE THAT 
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W O R K F O R C E IS A K E Y E L E M E N T O F 

O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L competitiveness. A s A 

L E A D I N G D E V E L O P E R O F innovative N E W 

M E D I A L E A R N I N G S O L U T I O N S D I G I T A L 

R E N A I S S A N C E H A S W O R K E D W I T H S O M E 

O F N O R T H A M E R I C A ' S largest O R G A N I Z A -

TIONS, INCLUDING: London Life, Royal Bank, 

Bank of Montreal, Janssen Ortho, Kellogg's Canada 

and Toronto Dominion Bank. 
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T w o n e w profess iona l deve lop -
ment programs at Disney University 
are Cus tomer Loyalty: Keeping the 
Promise and Foundations of Leader-
ship at the Walt Disney World Resort. 
The leadership program focuses on 
these areas: 
> how to implement directives from 
senior leaders by leveraging personal 
strengths 
» h o w to use l e ade r sh ip to uplift , 
empower, and inspire through consis-
tently reinforced behaviors 
I h o w to br idge the g a p b e t w e e n 
"dreaming" and "doing" with a unique 
tool used at Disney World. 

Disney University is also premier-
ing t w o c u s t o m i z e d p r o g r a m s on 
quality service for the automotive and 
health-care industries. 

Oh, and the n e w 500-acre theme 
p a r k , D i s n e y ' s An ima l K i n g d o m , 
which opens spring 1998, will feature 
more than 1.000 animals representing 
more than 200 species. 

So, what lessons can organizations 
tha t h a v e n ' t p a r t i c i p a t e d in Dis-
ney Un ive r s i t y ' s p r o g r a m s apply? 
Says Daley, "The key concept in our 
i n t e r n a l p r o g r a m s is l o o k i n g at 
d i s t i n c t i o n s so that cast m e m b e r s 
u n d e r s t a n d h o w t h e i r ro l e s fit 
the whole pie. So, I'd say that organ-
i za t ions that a re d e v e l o p i n g thei r 
o w n p r o g r a m s s h o u l d look at 
their d i s t inc t ions that really work . 
Focus on those d i f ferences and un-
derstand why they work so that par-
ticipants can go back and ask what's 
similar in their a reas that they can 
play off of." 

Is there a lesson for individuals as 
well? W h e n you think abou t it. the 
magic imperatives can apply to just 
about any setting: 
1. Keep the park (your work area) 
clean. 
2. Create happiness (be pleasant and 
helpful to customers and co-workers). 
3. Do your job. • 

H a i d e e A l l e r t o n is senior editor of 

Training & Development, 1640 King 
Street, Alexandria. VA 22313• Phone 
703/683-7251; fax 703/683-9203; e-
mail hallerton@astd.oig. For more in-

formation, contact Disney University 
Professional Development Programs, 
Box 10093, Lake Buena Vista, FL 
32830-0093- Phone 407/828-4411. 
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