
Entertainment Change Agents

How Bob Iger
Unchained Disney
By shunning the limelight, seeking
consensus, and giving executives
room to ran, he has radically
transformed a troubled culture

BY RONALD GROVER

F
OR THE PAST YEAR, THE
media-entertainment com-
plex (aka Hollywood) has
provided riveting theater.
Summary firings at Viacom.
A quixotic bid to break up
Time Warner. News Corp.'s

OJ. Simpson moment. But one enter-
tainment colossus has been remarkably
peaceful—so much so it's easy to forget
that not long ago this place was a snake
pit of warring egos, board intrigue, and
assorted skulduggery.

That institution, of course, is Walt
Disney Co. Not only has peace broken out
since Robert A. Iger settled into Michael
D. Eisner's throne at the pseudo-Tuscan
headquarters in Burbank, Calif., but the
Mouse House also has been racking up
enviable numbers. It's posting record
earnings, and the stock price has been
defying gravity like Disneyland's Big
Thunder Mountain Railroad.

So the Oscar for Disney's turnaround
goes to...Bob Iger. No, wait, to Michael
Eisner. No, both.

We'll explain.
Ignore for the moment the splash Iger

made last year when he repaired rela-
tions with Steve Jobs and took control of
Pixar, the Apple Inc. founder's animation
hit factory. Most of the good news at Dis-
ney since Iger's ascension—the resurrec-
tion of ABC, the $2 billion Pirates of the
Caribbean franchise, rising attendance
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at Disney's U.S. theme parks—are the
payoff of plans laid during the Eisner era.
And though Iger was deeply involved in
the revival at ABC, he is the first to give
his predecessor credit: "It was because of
Michael that I was able to hit the ground
running," he says.

On the other hand, those record profits
deserve a second look. Yes, net income
soared 33% in fiscal 2006, to $3.4 billion,
while revenues climbed 7%, to $34.3 bil-
lion. But Disney had a one-of-a-kind year
in 2006, with two box-office smashes in
Cars and Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead
Man's Chest that by themselves gave Dis-
ney earnings a huge pop. That sets the

How's Disney
Doing?
The stock is up 51% since
Iger took over 15 months
ago, vs. 29% for other
media companies. But
analysts say earnings,
which soared 33% in fiscal
2006, will grow just 12% this
year, vs. 24% for the sector.
Data: Bloomberg Financial Markets, Thomson Investors Network



bar high for Disney this year. While an-
other Pirates film is due out this summer,
along with Pixar's Ratatouille, Thomson
Financial projects net income growth in
2007 of 12%, vs. 24% for the media sector
as a whole.

To buffer the company against the hit-
and-miss vagaries of the movie business,
Iger will need to complete an ongoing
resuscitation of the Paris and Hong Kong
theme parks, keep ABC's momentum
going, and encourage the Pixar team to
make more than one film a year. He must
also make Disney nimbler and capable of
moving quickly to seize the digital day.

CRONKITE WANNABE
IT'S ON THAT FINAL challenge that Iger
has made the most progress. Behind the
scenes he has upended Eisner's centrally
planned company, hacking away at the
bureaucracy and unshackling a group
of veteran executives to plot their own
courses. Putting Disney movies and ABC
shows on the iPod is not just ground-
breaking. It's a reflection of a faster-mov-
ing and more aggressive Disney. In an
e-mail, Eisner, who declined to comment
on his record as CEO, had this to say
about his successor's performance: "Bob
Iger and the entire management team
have done a great job in the last year.
They are making the right moves at the
right times."

Iger, who turns 56 on Feb. 10, is a
guy who says things like: "The story
shouldn't be about me. It's about the
team." Sounds like the false modesty of
a media-trained CEO, no? But Iger really
does prefer to hover in the background,
letting the limelight stream over his lieu-
tenants. He rules by consensus, not fiat.
And rather than heaving Eisner's people
overboard just because he could, Iger has
kept the team largely intact.

Next to Eisner, Iger is bland, a scripted
CEO who never shoots from the hip. Col-
leagues say they don't know much about
Iger's personal life except that he's a bas-
ketball nut. And while Iger isn't without
the vision thing, no one would call him
a big strategic thinker. But by surround-
ing himself with smart people, including
Jobs and the Pixar crew, and letting them
get on with it, Iger has recreated a can-do
culture at Disney.

Iger, in short, is the Un-Eisner. He
represents the new buttoned-down Hol-
lywood—the anti-mogul in an industry
where egos blot out the sunshine. "Bob
lets [the person] who can handle the
job get it done," says Jobs, who sits on
the board and is Disney's single largest
shareholder. "If s not [about grabbing]
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headlines. That's rare in that town."
Most Hollywood bigs either have mo-

gul DNA (Rupert Murdoch) or lust for
power and riches from Day One (Eisner).
But Robert Iger wanted to be Walter
Cronkite. Growing up on Long Island in
Oceanside, N.Y., the son of a marketing
executive father and librarian mother,
Iger got the journalism bug early as
sports editor of his high school newspa-
per. By 1972 a shaggy-haired Iger was
hosting Ithaca College's ICB-TV show
Campus Probe, tackling such breaking
news as the school's new credit union.
But the networks never came calling, and
Iger accepted a job as a weatherman at a
local TV station.

He might still be in Ithaca, N.Y., today
had he not signed on as a schedule coor-
dinator for ABC Sports in 1974. Soon after

joining the network, Iger met the surro-
gate father who helped launch his career
and instilled in him the management
ethos he follows to this day. That man
was Thomas S. Murphy, founder of ABC's
then-parent, CapCities. Murphy, now 80
and retired from the Disney board, was a
legendary figure who gave young talent
the freedom to experiment.

Iger calls it the Tom Murphy School of
Management. "You put good people in
jobs and give them room to run," he says.
"You involve yourself in a responsible
way, but not to the point where you are
usurping their authority. I don't have the
time or concentration—and you could ar-
gue maybe even the talent—to do that."

Disney acquired CapCities in 1996,
and Iger, by then Murphy's heir ap-
parent, found himself working for an
entirely different species of boss. Eisner
was everything Murphy wasn't: micro-
managing, imperious, bullying

Eisner rarely demonstrated much ad-
miration for Iger, but he valued his dip-
lomatic skills. In 2000, Iger became Dis-
ney's president, and it wasn't long before
Eisner was dispatching him on thorny
missions requiring the common touch
Eisner seemed incapable of. When ABC
tried and failed to steal David Letterman
from CBS to fill Ted Koppel's late-night
slot, Iger was the one who sweet-talked

Koppel into sticking around. When dis-
sident board members Roy E. Disney
and Stanley P. Gold staged an anti-Eisner
rally at Disney's 2005 annual meeting,
Eisner sent Iger to talk to the press.

And when Miramax Film founder
Harvey Weinstein was battling Eisner
over the terms of his divorce from Dis-
ney, Iger stepped in to "get the talks over
some rough spots," recalls William Mor-
ris Agency CEO Jim Wiatt, who helped
broker the deal. "Bob kept the two sides
talking when I thought they'd had just
about enough of each other."

To this day, Iger won't speak ill of Eis-
ner. "I think fondly of Michael. I learned
a lot from him," he says. "In a way,
he founded the modern Walt Disney."

A GOOD YEAR (clockwise)
Despite slow growth in
Hong Kong, a Pirates
sequel and Pixar's Cars
spiked earnings

What Iger tactfully leaves
unsaid is that during the
final years of Eisner's oth-
erwise brilliant two-decade
run, Disney lost its animat-
ing spirit. To say the culture
was poisonous doesn't be-
gin to capture the company's
dysfunction. Eisner left be-
hind a place where division
chiefs were afraid to make
decisions—the last thing the
company needed when such
rivals as News Corp. and Via-

com Inc. were boldly staking out terri-
tory on the Web.

Iger recognized that the problem
wasn't the people running the show. It
was the work environment—and he set
about changing it. One of the first things
Iger did was make the Monday morning
meetings less autocratic., Where Eisner
held court, Iger encourages a conversa-
tion. Even his office is more inviting. Out
went the drabness of the Eisner years. In
came airiness, family photos, and a cigar
store Indian Iger found in the basement
of the ABC building in New York. He
hangs his suit jacket on it.

To encourage his executives to drop by,
Iger also installed a door to a more heavily
trafficked hallway. He moved studio chief
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Richard Cook up from the second floor to
the sixth, where Iger has his office. And he
made a point of visiting the troops—for
example spending half a day at Buena
Vista Games Inc. talking to game develop-
ers in town for a brainstorming session.
"These are guys who'll go back to England
or wherever with a sense that their ideas
are getting heard," says game unit chief
Graham Hopper. "That's tremendously
empowering to a creative person."

Iger has also reached out to former
Disney people who can help him chart
a new strategic direction. One regu-
lar dinner companion is former studio
chief Jeffrey Katzenberg. Disney recently
agreed to air a Shrek Christmas special
produced by Katzenberg's DreamWorks
Animation. Iger has also made peace
with Stanley Gold and Roy Disney, invit-
ing the latter back onto the board in an
emeritus role and as a consultant. "He's

got the company working like a team
again," says Gold, once an Iger critic.
"Ifs very impressive."

'WHERE'S MY WOW?'
IF EISNER STRUGGLED to rise above
the petty and personal, Iger sees the big
picture. Almost immediately he shunted
aside the top strategic planner, Peter
Murphy, who had come to be regarded
as Eisner's top cop. Then Iger turned
around and paid Murphy nearly a mil-
lion dollars to stick around for anoth-
er year. Why? Because Murphy was
Disney's key negotiator in a three-year
battle to get cable giant Comcast Corp.
to pay higher fees to carry Disney's ESPN
sports channel.

Eisner never got over Comcast5s hostile
takeover bid in 2004, and the talks often
bogged down. Iger figured Murphy was
best positioned to get the job done. "You

could see the difference in [Murphy's]
body language," says Comcast President
Stephen B. Burke. "He was free to make a
deal without worrying about getting grief
from Michael." In the end, Comcast agreed
to pay an estimated $70 million more a
year in fees, and Disney won a lucrative
deal to provide movies and TV shows
for Comcast's video-on-demand service.
Murphy, who declined to comment on his
departure, has left the company.

Iger brings almost preternatural en-
ergy to the job. Every morning at 4:30
a personal trainer puts him through his
paces at the Brentwood mansion (for-
merly owned by Michelle Pfeiffer and her
TV writer husband, David E. Kelley) Iger
shares with his wife, newscaster Willow
Bay, and their two sons. By 6:45, Iger is
at his desk, talking to New York.

Ifs what Iger doesn't do with his
energy that is most telling. He doesn't
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dump on people's ideas. Eisner famously
wrote: "Where's my wow?" on subor-
dinates' proposals he didn't like. And
where Eisner got involved in every aspect
of the creative process, from the color of
the carpets at the theme park hotels to
Tuesday morning script sessions, Iger
lets his people take the lead.

DISCREET AND NIMBLE
ABC CHIEF ANNE SWEENEY says Iger,
having agreed with Jobs to put ABC
shows on the iPod, turned over the de-
tails to her. She quickly understood that
the intensely secretive Jobs wanted as
few people as possible to know what
was going on. Only five Disney people,
including Iger, were involved in the ne-
gotiations; the deal was sealed in three
days. Under Eisner a team of Disney law-
yers and executives would nitpick over
the details for weeks.

Studio chief Cook has newfound free-
dom. Iger almost never attends script
meetings. And during the Pixar nego-
tiations, Iger allowed Cook to represent
Disney. The CEO came in only at the end
to close the deal, meeting with Jobs and
having dinner with Pixar creative guru
John Lasseter at his Sonoma Valley home.

Eisner's departure also allowed Cook to
go ahead with an Iger plan to cut in half
the number of live-action movies the stu-
dio makes each year and do mostly family-
friendly fare that meshes better with the
theme parks and the Disney Channel.

Nowhere has Iger given up more con-
trol than at Disney's animation unit.
That's amazing given that
the Mouse House was built
on animation. In a good
year it provides as much
as one-third of the studio's
profits. But with Disney ani-
mators turning out a steady
stream of clunkers, Iger
has given Jobs's Pixar team
carte blanche. With Las-
seter installed as Disney's
new chief creative officer,
the newcomers laid off 160
people and reassigned ex-
ecutives. Last year, Lasseter and former
Pixar President Ed Catmull, who is now
president of Disney Animation, delayed
the Christmas release of Disney's Meet
the Robinsons movie to rework it. Now it
will be released in March.

Jobs says Pixar's management control
of the Disney animation unit was key to
selling Iger his company. "I wasn't sure I
could get Ed and John to come to Disney
unless they had that control," says Jobs.
"Bob said: 'Dynamite it if you have to.'
Thankfully, we saw plenty we liked."

Iger's hands-off M.O. has its limits.
The Pixar people decided, for example,
not to release a Tinker Bell animated DVD
later this year because they wanted time
to make it better, even though the release

Nowhere has
Iger given up
more control
than at the
animation
division

had been timed to coincide with a new
Disney promotion of toys based on fairy
characters. And the quality-first attitude
of the Pixarites, which could generate
bigger box office, might also mean fewer
animated movies each year. They're not
big on sequels, either. That means less
opportunity for tie-ins with merchan-

dise, the theme parks, and
Broadway plays.

Then there's the ESPN-
branded phone. Round-
the-clock delivery of sports
trivia and game scores was
supposed to be manna to
sports nuts. The phone
flopped, forcing Disney to
take a $30 million write-
down. Iger waxes philo-
sophical. "I don't criticize
them for taking risks," he
says. He figures ESPN has

learned from the experience and now
has more insight than its rivals into how
best to put content on cell phones.

During the Eisner years, Disney's digi-
tal strategy faltered. Iger seems deter-
mined to make up for lost time—even
if it means more ESPN-style flops. A
technophile, Iger travels with two iPods
and is constantly road-testing the lat-
est gizmo. His decision to acquire Pixar
and let Apple put ABC shows and Disney
movies on the iPod galvanized the com-
pany and sent a message to its managers:
The new boss was willing to take risks
to drag Disney into the digital age. "I
said: Wow. Now I get it,'" recalls Disney
Internet Group chief Steve Wadsworth.
"The company is ready to roll."
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ABC chief Sweeney recalls Iger drop-
ping by her office not long after he took
over to talk about the network's future.
She suggested coming up with an ABC
site where viewers could get TV shows
whenever they want. "We had a really
interesting discussion of how you'd con-
struct your own [online] network," says
Sweeney. "Bob's parting words were: 'Go
fast.'" A month later he announced the
initiative at Disney's annual meeting.

If one thing separates Iger from other
media moguls like Rupert Murdoch and

Sumner M. Redstone, it's his belief that
he doesn't need to go out and acquire a
MySpace.com or YouTube Inc. While he
hasn't ruled out buying an online prop-
erty, Iger says he has the right content
and world-class brands—Disney, ESPN,
ABC—to lure eyeballs.

The rollout in coming weeks of a re-
imagined Disney.com is central to Iger's
plan to boost the company's online
fortunes. The reconfigured site, which
draws 21 million unique visitors each
month, now features social networking

and streamed TV shows aimed at young
kids—another way to capitalize on that
family vibe. The hope is that the site will
get visitors to stay longer, allowing Dis-
ney to surpass the $700 million in digital
revenues it projects for this year.

Ultimately, Iger wants to go directly to
consumers on the Web, supplementing
the company's existing deals with cable
and satellite providers. "Why not be
there ourselves?" he says. It's a question
Iger will continue to wrestle with as he
remakes Disney. •
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