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Praise for The Imagineering Process

“Everything is hard if you don’t understand it. Everything is hard before it is easy. If you want to understand how Disney Imagineering is able to create such wonderful one-of-a-kind parks around the world, then study this book. The Imagineering Process will show you how to use Disney’s creative processes to create magic in your own organization. Without creativity your business will be ordinary and quickly become irrelevant. It’s never too late to get better!”

—Lee Cockerell, former executive vice president, Walt Disney World Resort, and author of Creating Magic, The Customer Rules, Time Management Magic, and Career Magic

“Imagineering is the creative scheme that brings Disney theme parks to life. In The Imagineering Process, Lou Prosperi unlocks the magic toolbox so you can bring your own creative ideas to vivid reality with all the charm and magic of a trip to Disney World.”

—Daniel Pink, author of When and Drive

“Creativity is merely the arrangement of existing forms into new relationships. Lou has taken a complex creative process, Disney Imagineering, and has broken it down into easy to understand and transferable rules that will guide anybody who is trying to do something wonderful. This book is sure to become the “go-to” book for themed attraction designers and those interested in the art form. In fact, the book is an instructive guide for anybody who is seeking a creative methodology to overcome any obstacle or opportunity. Yes, Lou has done it again.”

—Sam Gennawey, author of Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City, The Disneyland Story, and Universal versus Disney

“Lou Prosperi lifts the veil on the art and science of creating magic the Disney way! In the experience economy, no business leader can be without this elegant roadmap for winning the hearts and minds of customers.”

—Matthew E. May, author of The Elegant Solution

“With The Imagineering Process, Lou Prosperi does a great job of breaking down the Imagineering creative process...or ANY creative process for that matter. Well-researched and filled with wonderful insight and a lot of passion, this book should be a “must read” for anyone looking to expand their understanding of how Disney Imagineers create some of the most iconic theme park attractions in the world!”

—Brian Collins, former Imagineer & WDI Show Writer

“Ever wonder how to bring the magic of Disney creativity to your everyday work? The Imagineering Process translates Disney’s seemingly mysterious creative process into simple, applicable insights you can use on any project.”

—David Burkus, author of Friend of a Friend, Under New Management, and The Myths of Creativity

“The Imagineering Process points the way toward the elusive meeting point of two crucial needs: the need for new ideas, and the need to produce real things in the real world. Past that, it tethers its thinking to some of the most successful manifestations of creativity and production ever—the Disney theme parks—to show that these ideas work. If you make things, or want to, this is a book for you.”

—Jeff Tidball, COO, Atlas Games, co-founder of Gameplaywright, and Origins Award-winning game designer

“The Imagineering Process is the perfect companion to Lou’s previous book, The Imagineering Pyramid—where that book left off, The Imagineering Process continues. As a retired Imagineer I can tell you that through much research, Lou has managed to illustrate in a concise, easy-to-understand manner the process that Imagineers use to bring ideas to life, and to correlate that process to other disciplines beyond the berm of the Disney parks. Once you understand this process you will be able to implement it into your personal work with success.”

—Louis L. Lemoine, retired Walt Disney Imagineer and Disney Legacy Award recipient

“The Imagineering Process is a welcome addition to the study curriculum of all lifelong students of “themed entertainment.” In this book, Lou Prosperi shines a spotlight on the importance of sincere collaboration and honest teamwork in the creative process. The greatest resorts, parks, attractions and shows in the world have all come about by adhering to this process in some way, shape, or form. Creating happiness for the world is not easy, but it is worth it.”

—Josh Shipley, Chief Creative Officer, Evermore Park and 21+ year Walt Disney Imagineer

“Thank you, Lou, for writing this book to help us crack the Disney Imagineering code. What makes Imagineering one of the powerful divisions of the Walt Disney Company is that they don’t just have ideas, they make ideas real. If you’ve ever had big ideas that you wanted to make real, the process in this book will help you have people standing in line for your creations. It’s time that those that create remarkable theme parks don’t get to have all of the fun.”

—Terry Weaver, speaker, consultant, and author of Making Elephants Fly: Getting Your Dreams Off the Ground





To Sheri, Nathan, and Samantha:

You are the three best things in my life.

I love you all more than words can express.

I wouldn’t be who I am and couldn’t do what I do without you.

I can’t wait until the next time we ride the PeopleMover together.
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Foreword

When I first read The Imagineering Pyramid by Lou Prosperi, I was struck anew by the realization that many of us are now leading themed lives in one form or another. This notion first occurred to me in 1991, shortly after I moved from Cleveland to Florida to pursue a career in the entertainment industry. Time magazine did a cover story on Orlando, which inexplicably featured a picture of the “California Crazy” architecture of Dinosaur Gertie’s ice cream stand at Disney-MGM Studios—I could think of plenty of other images that would have better supported their thesis, but at least the art of themed design was getting some national attention. The point of the story was that many of the longstanding principles of themed entertainment were starting to make their way out of the theme parks themselves and into the so-called “real world.”

Orlando was understandably ground zero for this movement that was not yet a movement. In addition to the 20-year old Walt Disney World and nearby Sea World, Universal Studios Florida had just opened its gates the year before, sending Orlando well on its way to becoming the unofficial theme park capital of the world. The article pointed out how theme park design flourishes could now be found outside the berm, so to speak, in the form of lushly landscaped roadways, carefully manicured gardens, picture-perfect manmade lakes capped with elaborate water features—even streetlights that suddenly possessed a lot more “character.”

Beyond these little design touches that elevated and enriched every civic environment in which they appeared, themed nighttime entertainment districts like Church Street Station and a new contender called Pleasure Island were transporting guests to another time and place for a few hours, providing a form of themed entertainment that had been previously confined to gated attractions. Planet Hollywood’s debut later that year, combined with the existing Hard Rock Café, launched the themed restaurant craze that would continue for the rest of the 1990s, resulting in popular chains such as Rainforest Café, Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville, and Bubba Gump’s. Heretofore “ordinary” places were becoming extraordinary, bringing small doses of theme park idealism and escapism into our everyday lives.

Perhaps the pinnacle of this movement, at least in central Florida, was the creation of the town of Celebration just outside the gates of Walt Disney World. Celebration replaced Walt Disney’s bold vision of EPCOT with a conscious return to the simplicity and innocence of the past, opting for small-town America over a city of the future. In a way Celebration was still very much infused with the spirit of Walt Disney; it’s just that its residents would now be living on Main Street, U.S.A. instead of Tomorrowland.

Everything from the center of town to the residences themselves were seemingly envisioned by a motion picture production designer, which actually made Celebration feel a lot more like a studio backlot than a real town in which real people lived and worked. Yet people flocked there from all over the world, most of them desperately seeking the idyllic existence they knew and loved from the theme parks. They wanted more of that Main Street idyll—all day, every day, if possible. They truly wanted to live the dream.

In the decades to come the principles of themed design would manifest in many different areas of our daily lives: planned communities, shopping centers, urban renewal projects—you name it and it was getting an experiential redesign or an aesthetic facelift to elevate the “guest experience” from the mundane to the sublime. And the magical makeovers were no longer confined to central Florida. David Caruso’s Grove and Americana complexes in Los Angeles are what you would get had Walt Disney himself ever set his sights on traditional shopping, combining dining, retail, and residential into compelling mixed-use destinations that transported its various constituents to other, better places. On the opposite coast, Disney itself helped spur a successful and equally controversial transformation of Times Square from a decaying urban wasteland into a family-friendly fantasyland in the heart of the city. Granted, I’ve spoken to more than a few New Yorkers who prefer the old wasteland, but everyone’s idea of ideal is different.

In the early 2000s I contributed essays and exercises to The Imagineering Way and The Imagineering Workout, two books that not only encouraged people to infuse their daily lives with magic, but also gave them pointers on how to do so. Those books were one of my first indications that the principles of themed design were starting to transition from commercial enterprises to personal applications, both in the home and at the workplace. This multi-decade evolution has now taken us from the theme park to the real world to our personal and professional lives.

This creative migration has been one I’ve followed with great interest, and so I was delighted to see Lou key into this movement and demonstrate how the principles of themed design can be applied to our everyday endeavors and help make the mundane magical, the ordinary extraordinary, and help enrich the stories of our lives. And now he’s taken an even deeper dive with The Imagineering Process, and I’m honored that he asked me to pen a foreword to a book that explores a creative evolution that has done so much to enrich the lives of so many.

The Walt Disney Company, NBCUniversal, and countless other owners and design firms will continue to do what they do so well in the theme park and resort space, creating unparalleled immersion and escapism for their guests. And a small army of restaurateurs, retailers, and real estate developers will continue to apply similar principles to their various real-world endeavors, creating little pockets of magic to help enhance our everyday lives. But now this movement has reached the individual—it has reached you—and I hope you will join it because a little creativity can help make your life better, brighter, and more fun. Why settle for the ordinary when the extraordinary is only a little dreaming and doing away?

So I hope you will read this book and come away from it energized, inspired, and motivated, because after all, if you can dream it—well, you know the rest.

Jason Surrell
Creative Director, NBCUniversal


Introduction

Over the last several years, creativity has become a buzz word in business. A Google search for “creativity in business” returns hundreds of thousands of hits. In his Creativity Works column on January 6, 2017, William Childs tells us that his “search on ‘books on creativity’ revealed that there are over 1.8 million of them.” If you read business books, blogs, or websites, you can’t help reading about the value being placed on creativity in the modern workplace. In a blog post called “Creativity Creep” from September 2, 2014, on The New Yorker website, Joshua Rothman describes this phenomena when he writes:

Every culture elects some central virtues, and creativity is one of ours. In fact, right now, we’re living through a creativity boom. Few qualities are more sought after, few skills more envied. Everyone wants to be more creative—how else, we think, can we become fully realized people?

Simply put, creativity has never been more in demand. In his Creativity Works column on January 3, 2017, Childs notes:

We now find ourselves experiencing what is known as the creative age. It’s the age of new ideas, new processes and innovative thought as a way to drive change and solve the complex challenges we face.

In the same article, entitled “The New Age of Innovation,” Childs writes:

While creativity is now being taken seriously as an economic driver, more work needs to be done before creativity is given the full status it deserves. The old stereotype of creative people sitting around on their beanbag chairs looking for meaning through the incandescent glow of their Lava Lamps still lingers.

Quoting Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class, Childs adds:

If you are a scientist or engineer, an architect or designer, a writer, artist, or musician, or if your creativity is a key factor in your work in business, education, health care, law, or some other profession, you are a member of the new creative class.

I agree. I believe everyone is creative, even the people who tell you that they “don’t have a creative bone in their body”. In their book Creative Confidence: Unleashing the Creative Potential Within Us All, authors Tom Kelley and David Kelly refer to the idea that creativity is something that applies only to some people as “’the creativity myth.’ It is a myth that far too many people share.” They also tell us:

Creativity is much broader and more universal than what people typically consider the “artistic” fields. We think of creativity as using your imagination to create something new in the world. Creativity comes into play wherever you have the opportunity to generate new ideas, solutions, or approaches.

In The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life, renowned choreographer Twyla Tharp writes:

Creativity is not just for artists. It’s for business people looking for a new way to close a sale; it’s for engineers trying to solve a problem; it’s for parents who want their children to see the world in more than one way.

So now you might be saying, “Okay, I agree. Everyone is (or least can be) creative. That still doesn’t help me actually be creative. How do I do it?” Good question.

I think for many of us the challenge lies in finding the right model of how creativity and the creative process work so we can apply it in our own fields. This book is my attempt at providing just such a model. But before we get to that, I want to briefly look at something that lies at the heart of creativity and that plays a major role in the creative process: ideas.

I believe ideas hold a unique place in regard to creativity. Ideas are at the same time the most important and the least important part of any creative project. I know, that seems like a paradox, but bear with me.

Ideas are the most important part because every creative project starts with an idea. Good ideas are the basis for all successful creative projects. Consider the following:


	Without the idea to create “a place where adults and children can have fun together,” there would be no Disneyland (or other Disney parks for that matter).

	Without the idea to develop a technology to allow the creation of human-like robots in theme park attractions (Audio-Animatronics), we wouldn’t have attractions such as Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln, the Carousel of Progress, Pirates of the Caribbean, the Haunted Mansion, or countless others.



Of course, good creative ideas aren’t limited to those related to Disney parks:


	Without the idea to design and build a separate ship specifically for the moon landing, the Apollo program might not ever have succeeded in landing a man on the moon.

	Without the idea to create a Star Wars-based game for my son’s birthday party, my wife and I would have had to entertain 10 young boys all on our own.



Many people (myself included) believe in the importance of ideas, and there is no end to the books, blogs, and websites that offer tips and techniques to help us “be more creative” or “generate new ideas.” But generating ideas is not all there is to creativity. It’s important, to be sure, but it’s only one aspect of the challenge of employing our creativity. Ideas are only a part of being creative, and in some ways (here comes the paradox) they are the least important part. What’s equally (or perhaps more) important is how we follow through and develop our creative ideas, or as expressed by Guy Kawasaki in his November 4, 2004, Forbes article, “Ideas are easy. Implementation is hard.”

If you talk to people in traditionally “creative” fields (writers, artists, designers, etc.), ideas are never an issue for them. Most have more ideas than they could possibly implement in their lifetimes. Generating ideas is the easy part; it’s the execution of those ideas that’s difficult. The real work is in taking ideas and bringing them to life. Even the best ideas in the world can’t execute themselves, and without someone to execute them, even the best ideas in the world have little chance of becoming a reality.

I said earlier that I believe the challenge for many of us lies in finding a model for the creative process—an example that we can look to for concepts and principles that can be applied across a variety of creative fields.

Where can we find a model or example of the creative process? I think one of the best places to look is Disneyland and other Disney theme parks. More specifically, I believe one of the best models for creativity is found in the design and development of Disney theme parks, a practice better known as Imagineering.

As we’ll look at in more detail in the first part of this book, Imagineering was born from the blending of expertise from a number of fields, and just as the first Imagineers adopted techniques and practices from animation and movie-making to develop the craft of Imagineering, we can borrow (and steal) principles, practices, and processes from Imagineering and apply them in other creative endeavors.

I know of few better examples of creativity than Disney theme parks and Imagineering, and I’m not alone in this belief. Garner Holt and Bill Butler of Garner Holt Productions (the world’s largest maker of audio-animatronics) write: “Disneyland is still the ultimate expression of the creative arts: it is film, it is theater, it is fine art, it is architecture, it is history, it is music. Disneyland offers to us professionally (and to everyone who seeks it) a primer in bold imagination in nearly every genre imaginable.”

I’ve been a fan and “student of Imagineering” since my first visit to Walt Disney World more than 20 years ago. Even back when I was first learning about Imagineering, I recognized the value it could serve as an inspiration for the creative process, as I wrote in the following review of the first book in my Imagineering Library, Walt Disney Imagineering: A Behind the Dreams Look at Making the Magic Real:

This lavish coffee table book opens the doors on one of the most secret of divisions of the Walt Disney Company, namely Walt Disney Imagineering. These are the people that design, build, and create the various attractions at Disney theme parks and other locations (such as the Disney Store and DisneyQuest). This book explores the process by which the Imagineers conceive, design, and create Disney magic. Anyone interested in the creative process and imagination can benefit from reading this book, if for no other reason than as a source of inspiration for what is possible.

I’ve been amassing a collection of resources about Imagineering since that first visit to Disney World, trying to learn all I could about how the Imagineers work. In my search to learn as much as I could about this subject, I’ve identified a set of principles and a process that I believe can serve as a model for the creative process in a variety of fields. I call this set of concepts the Imagineering Toolbox.

The Imagineering Toolbox contains two main types of tools. The first is a set of principles focused on developing and communicating our ideas that I’ve organized into what I call the Imagineering Pyramid. This was the subject of my first book, The Imagineering Pyramid: Using Disney Theme Park Design Principles to Develop and Promote Your Creative Ideas. More specifically, that book looked at fifteen principles the Imagineers use as part of their design process and how those principles can be applied to other creative fields. What the Imagineering Pyramid doesn’t address is the process Imagineers use to develop their ideas into real-world parks and attractions. That’s the focus of this book, and is the second type of tool in the Imagineering Toolbox. The Imagineering Process is a simple process that can serve as a model for developing nearly any type of creative project, from a simple homework assignment to a fully immersive theme park attraction such as Expedition Everest at Disney’s Animal Kingdom.

The rest of this book is divided into three primary parts:

Part One: Peeking Over the Berm looks at the origins of Imagineering and the meaning of the word itself, as well as an overview of the Imagineering Process and the evolution of the process. This will give us a foundation on which we can expand in later chapters. We’ll also look briefly at the idea of having a “vision” and how that fuels the creative process.

Part Two: The Imagineering Process, the heart of the book, examines the process used by Walt Disney Imagineering in the design and construction of Disney theme parks and attractions. This section contains chapters devoted to each stage in the Imagineering Process. For each stage, we’ll look at how it’s used by Disney Imagineers, the goals of each stage, and how each can be leveraged in other fields.

Part Three: Imagineering Beyond the Berm explores how to apply the Imagineering Process to a number of specific fields, including game design, instructional design, and leadership and management.

Following Part Three is a Post-Show chapter in which I share some final thoughts, and a few appendices. Appendix A contains a list of the books, DVDs, and other resources in my Imagineering Library (as of this printing, anyway—it doesn’t stay the same for long). Appendix B provides an overview of the Imagineering Pyramid, and Appendix C contains a checklist of questions based on the Imagineering Process that you can use when bringing your creative ideas to life.


About the Imagineering Toolbox Series

This book is the second in the Imagineering Toolbox series.

The Imagineering Toolbox is a collection of tools inspired by Walt Disney Imagineering, the division of the Walt Disney Company responsible for the design and development of Disney theme parks, resorts, cruise ships, shopping areas, and other venues and attractions.

The Imagineering Process is a simplified version of the process Walt Disney Imagineering uses to design Disney theme parks, and can serve as a model for designing and creating nearly any type of creative project.

The first book in the series focused on the Imagineering Pyramid, a set of 15 practices and principles used by Walt Disney Imagineering in the design and construction of Disney theme parks.


Pre-Show

A Bump Along My Journey into Imagineering

“I am Blue Sky.”

The words hung in the air. I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach.

With four simple words, my whole understanding of how the Imagineers designed and built Disney theme parks seemed to be incomplete and incorrect, and I began to question everything I’d learned about Imagineering.

Okay, maybe that’s a bit of an exaggeration. In the end it wasn’t all that bad, but I did have a few moments of panic.

I suppose some context might be in order.

My wife and kids and I were in the Bamboo Room of the Hollywood Brown Derby at Disney’s Hollywood Studios having lunch with an Imagineer. Why were we there? Two reasons.

The first is that I’d been interested in Imagineering since my first visit to Walt Disney World in 1993, and the “Dining with an Imagineer” experience was something I’d wanted to do for a long time. It was a chance talk with one of the people who design and build Disney theme parks.

The second reason is that this lunch was part of my own personal “journey Into Imagineering.” As I said, I’d been interested in Imagineering since my first visit to Walt Disney World in 1993, and had started collecting books about the Disney parks and Imagineering in an effort to not only learn more about how the parks are designed, but also to uncover the principles that fuel the Imagineers’ creativity. I had come to believe that Imagineering was an ideal model for creativity and the creative process, and that the process and principles the Imagineers use in the design of Disney theme parks could be applied to other creative fields.

This lunch was a chance to dig even deeper than I could through reading books, and gave me the opportunity to ask specific questions about Imagineering from someone whose job it was to design and build Disney theme parks and attractions. I wanted to be able to pick the Imagineer’s brain about his processes, techniques, and Imagineering theory. I tried my best to scale back my enthusiasm and not completely dominate the conversation, but I’m not sure how well I succeeded. The lunch exceeded my expectations. Our Imagineer, senior concept designer Jason Grandt, was a gracious host, the food was excellent, and his answers to my questions helped me clarify some of the distinctions I had been making about how Imagineering works. But one of his answers also made me realize that I still had a lot to learn.

How so? I had asked Jason a question and his answer was those four simple words: “I am Blue Sky.”

What question could possibly result in that answer, you ask? To answer that, I think I need to give you a little more context.

I mentioned earlier that I had been doing research into Imagineering, specifically how the practices, principles, and processes the Imagineers use in the design of Disney theme parks could be applied to other creative fields. That research focused on two primary areas. The first was around a set of practices and principles that the Imagineers use that I had organized into what I call the Imagineering Pyramid (and the subject of my first book, The Imagineering Pyramid: Using Disney Theme Park Design Principles to Develop and Promote Your Creative Ideas). The second area was focused on the process the Imagineers use when designing and constructing Disney parks and attractions. More specifically, I was trying to outline a high-level and simplified version of the Imagineering process.

I had made what I thought was pretty good progress. For example, I knew that Blue Sky and Concept Development were two of the main stages in the Imagineering process, and I also knew that the Concept Development stage happens after the Blue Sky stage. However, I still hadn’t made some critical distinctions about the various stages of the process. For example, at that time I thought that the Blue Sky stage was only about brainstorming. As I would soon learn, while brainstorming is an important tool used during the Blue Sky stage, there is more to it than that. I had also identified Design and Construction as the two stages that follow after Concept Development and knew that Models fit into the process somehow as well, but hadn’t yet ironed out whether models were a tool used in all stages of the process, or a specific stage in and of itself.

As
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