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Abstract 

Over the course of the past century, the Walt Disney Company has shown itself to be a cultural 

juggernaut. Of particular popularity has been the company’s legacy of animated features, which, 

in addition to including several technological landmarks throughout the years, has tended to 

serve as a collectively-shared hallmark of modern childhood. As such, Disney animated features 

often fall subject to various critiques. Among these critiques are several common criticisms 

which hold that, for various reasons, Disney animated features promote negative psychological 

effects in the children who view them. This analysis examined four of these commonly-held 

critiques: that Disney animated features promote the beauty-goodness stereotype; that Disney 

animate features overemphasize physical attractiveness; that Disney animated features depict 

male and female characters in a sexist or antiquated fashion; and that Disney animated features 

contain too much death and violence than is healthy for young viewers. Ultimately, however, an 

analysis of literature on the subject found that there were more positive than negative effects to 

be found in Disney animated features. Subsequently, this examination interviewed four former 

employees from varying corporate levels within the Walt Disney Company in order to gauge 

professional insight into the four critiques. The answers of these employees mostly reflected the 

primary findings of this analysis, though certain delineations and trends within their answers 

were noted. 
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Introduction 

Many commentators on popular culture hold the opinion that Disney animated films
1
 

impart upon young viewers negative psychological effects and beliefs via tendencies such as an 

overemphasis on physical attractiveness, the beauty-goodness stereotype, an overabundance of 

death/fearful situations, and oppressive or antiquated gender roles. With these conclusions 

drawn, such people then tend to dismiss these films as being generally inadvisable or explicitly 

bad for children (Watts, 1995; Bazzini, Curtin, Joslin, & Regan, 2010). However, other research 

shows not only that such negative accusations are either meritless or at the very least far more 

nuanced than the accusers would allude, but furthermore that Disney actually passes onto young 

viewers healthy/prosocial effects and beliefs. This paper will attempt to investigate the validity 

of this debate. 

Primarily, this investigation will lend itself to a deeper understanding of the sorts of 

effects children’s media can have on its audience, particularly the films created by Walt Disney 

Animation Studios. Secondarily, however, the subject of the psychological effects of Disney 

                                                           
1
 These criticisms and this paper’s subsequent investigations include, in addition to Walt 

Disney Animation Studios’ 54 feature films (as of 2014), partially animated films on the basis 

that they promote similar lessons, values, and effects as their entirely animated counterparts. 

Therefore, films such as ‘Mary Poppins’ (1964), ‘Song of the South’ (1946), and ‘Pete’s Dragon 

‘(1977) will be included for the sake of this paper in the broader category of “Disney animated 

film”, while live action films (regardless of whether or not they contain computer generated 

effects) such as ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: the Curse of the Black Pearl’ (2003) or ‘The 

Avengers’ (2012) will not be included. 
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films upon young viewers, as implied in the thesis question itself, is of some cultural 

controversy. Therefore, this course of study will hopefully serve as a source of clarity. 

Additionally, I hope to one day work for the Walt Disney Company, blending my 

background in both psychology and media to create stories which I hope will promote prosocial 

behavior among those who experience them, thereby improving their lives and environments. I 

hope that this study into the psychology behind just how and what Disney does to positively 

affect its audiences – and perhaps, what it does to affect them negatively, should my research 

reveal such to be the case – will make me a more insightful and better prepared professional. 

Literature Review 

Over the course of the past century, the Walt Disney Company has shown itself to be a 

cultural juggernaut (Bazzini et al., 2010). Of particular popularity has been the company’s legacy 

of animated features, which, in addition to including several technological landmarks throughout 

the years, has tended to serve as a collectively-shared hallmark of modern childhood. This being 

the case, the Walt Disney company has, according to scholars, promoted certain principles and 

values which, for better or for worse, have often been absorbed into the collective cultural 

consciousness. In fact, it has been suggested that, at least in some sense, “Disney films inspire at 

least as much cultural authority and legitimacy for teaching specific roles, values, and ideals than 

more traditional sites of learning, such as public schools, religious institutions, and the family” 

(Bazzini et al., 2010, p. 2867). For this reason, it seems natural that the company and its legacy, 

particularly that of its animated features, has often been the subject of intellectual, psychological, 

moral, and post-modern critique. Regardless of the positive or negative outcomes of such 

critiques, the arguments on either side are often highly impassioned and polarizing. To quote 

Watts (1995): 
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…violently contrasting reactions to the Disney legacy have polarized opinion in the 

academy and outside it. Disney disciples venerate Saint Walt as the purveyor of innocent 

imagination and uplifting fantasy; Disney denouncers bitterly decry Huckster Walt as a 

cynical manipulator of cultural and commercial formulas. Such strife has created an 

emotional and ideological minefield for those who wish to approach Disney seeking 

neither revelation nor damnation, but understanding. (p. 84) 

 It is precisely to gain such understanding, therefore, for which this analysis aims. Most 

notable to this analysis are those psychological critiques which gauge the impact of certain 

values supposedly promoted by the Walt Disney Company through its animated features to its 

young viewers. Such commentaries perhaps naturally possess an arguably greater level of 

importance than more academic critiques because, as psychological analyses, they have a certain 

degree of real-world impact. After all, it is well established that children can derive from 

animated media both social and behavioral education (Schiau et al., 2013).  

4 Commonly Occurring Criticisms of Disney Animated Features 

The critiques of Disney animated features are wide and varied and it would be impossible 

to focus fairly on all of them in a single study. Therefore, this particular analysis will choose to 

focus on examining the validity of four of the most common criticisms of Disney’s animated 

features. 

Critique 1: Disney animated features promote the beauty/goodness stereotype. The 

term, “beauty/goodness stereotype” refers to the irrational and maladaptive perception that those 

who are attractive or pleasing to the eye are, by nature of their attractiveness, morally good 

(Tsukiura & Cabeza, 2011). “Compared to unattractive people, attractive individuals are 

assumed to have better personalities and be morally good” (Tsukirua & Cabeza, 2011, p. 138). 
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Many argue that the beauty/goodness stereotype is particularly present within the media as 

physical attractiveness is often used as simplistic shorthand for heroism or general goodness. 

“The media also continue to demonstrate the importance of having beauty by affirming the idea 

that ‘beauty is good’” (Northup & Liebler, 2010, p. 9). This is problematic because, in addition 

to containing within it a deeply skewed moral worldview, the beauty/goodness stereotype “…can 

lead to dissatisfaction with the body, which itself will often lead to such behaviors as dieting, 

overeating, and anger” (Northup & Liebler, 2010, p. 5). 

This being the case a number of cultural commentators have argued that Disney animated 

features promote in child viewers an increased implicit belief in this problematic stereotype 

(Bazzini et al., 2010). “…in Disney… the idea that ‘beauty is good’ also seems to be present and 

the converse may also be true – the lack of beauty is not good” (Northup & Liebler, 2010, p. 19). 

Those who critique Disney animated features on this basis often suggest that, because the 

morally good protagonists are often depicted attractively while certain antagonists tend to be 

depicted with stereotypically “ugly” qualities, Disney animated features actively promote the 

beauty/goodness stereotype (Bazzini et al., 2010).  

Critique 2: Disney animated features over-emphasize physical attractiveness. In 

recent years, an increasing number of scholars have pointed to media as a major source of 

impossible or unhealthy body standards. The central premise of this concern is that the media 

often portrays men and especially women with body types which are unhealthy and unrealistic in 

their perfection (thin, muscular, etc.), thereby promoting unhealthy standards to audiences. 

“…there is an implicit relationship between body image and beauty ideals, with body image 

being the mental picture one has of oneself that is influenced by society, and beauty ideals 

representing the look that exemplifies society’s ideal” (Northup & Liebler, 2010, p. 6). If and 
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where true, such criticism should not be taken lightly since impossible standards of beauty are 

often correlated with unhealthy attitudes and behaviors, such as anorexia or increased anxiety. 

“There is increasingly convincing evidence that media-promoted [standards of beauty] are 

associated with detrimental effects on women and girls' moods, body image, and eating patterns” 

(Tiggeman, 2014, p. 127).  

Disney animated features are not exempt from this critique as it has long been argued that 

they present a strong over-emphasis on physical beauty. In a recent criticism inspired by 

Disney’s Frozen (2013), film reviewer Anna Smith (2013) describes Disney’s heroines as often 

possessing, “tiny nipped-in waists, no hips, long legs, skinny arms, pert breasts, small feet and 

eyes three times the size of the male characters” (p. 1). Smith continues: 

To use these big doe eyes as standard in supposedly realistic human females reduces the 

characters' individuality and sends out a message: to be a princess, you must not only be 

brave but have a specific, unattainable brand of beauty. No deviation from the formula is 

permitted. From Sleeping Beauty's Aurora to Aladdin's Jasmine, you'll see a similar look in 

Disney princesses past. (2013, p. 1) 

Those who hold this opinion often argue that such depictions of the female body in Disney 

animated features promote to child viewers a negative and harmful “body ideal” which inspires 

maladaptive upward social comparison and, by extension, a greater likelihood of poor body 

image (Northup & Liebler, 2010).  

Critique 3: Disney animated features promote sexist gender roles. Of particular 

importance to modern feminist values is the combating of sexist depictions of gender (Leaper & 

Arias, 2011). Such depictions tend to be found most prominently in the media, in everything 

from advertisements to adult and children’s programming alike (Kirsch & Mumen, 2015). 
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Women are often depicted as being overly emotional and domestically or romantically inclined, 

while men are more often depicted as being gruff, unfeeling, and independent (Eisend, 

Plagemann, & Sollwedel, 2014). 

Therefore, a further criticism which is often leveled at Disney’s animated features is that the 

films supposedly promote antiquated and repressive gender roles. “In this respect, the 

construction of Disney's heroines has become a controversial site for discussion in terms of 

stereotyped femininity and sexuality following the demands of a pervasive patriarchal system” 

(Zarranz, 2007, p. 55). Those who put forward this criticism often hold that many of the 

depictions of females and femininity in Disney animated films are not conducive to the modern 

and socially-evolved cultural values of female empowerment and sex equality. For instance, 

critics will often suggest that Disney’s animated heroines are overly reliant on men and too 

focused on romance. Therefore, the films at which this critique is leveled are often accused of 

sexism (Trites, 1991). 

Critique 4: Disney animated features contain too much death and violence. Of particular 

cultural concern in the current age is the hyper-presence of death and violence in the media and 

the effects such content has on child viewers. A great deal of research has been done on the 

subject and apparently for good reason; the negative effects scenes of death and violence can 

have on youth are extensive: 

Short-term exposure increases the likelihood of physically and verbally aggressive behavior, 

aggressive thoughts, and aggressive emotions. Recent large-scale longitudinal studies 

provide converging evidence linking frequent exposure to violent media in childhood with 

aggression later in life, including physical assaults and spouse abuse. (Anderson et al., 2003, 

p. 81) 
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In this vein, then, the final criticism which will be examined is that which suggests that 

Disney animated features contain levels of violence and scenes of death inappropriate for young 

audiences. “Disney's increasingly weird predilection for cartoon violence, and for killing off at 

least one parent, is lamentably overdone” (Lachnit, 1994, p. 1).  

While the question of whether or not the levels of violence and death in Disney animated 

features are inappropriate for children is certainly one of subjective, personal opinion, one cannot 

deny that the levels are comparatively high in all children’s animated features, if not Disney’s in 

particular. In a recent observational analysis of 45 children’s animated films, researchers found 

that “Important characters in children’s animated films were at an increased risk of death 

compared with characters in dramatic films for adults (hazard ratio 2.52, 95% confidence 

interval 1.30 to 4.90)” (Colman et al., 2014, p. 1). Additionally, “Risk of on-screen murder of 

important characters was higher in children’s animated films than in comparison films” (Colman 

et al., 2014, p. 1). 

Positive Analyses of Disney Animated Features 

With these four common criticisms satisfactorily established, the following study will 

attempt to examine such accusations on their validity in light of research on the specific critiques 

as well as broader research and analyses on what some argue are the positive, prosocial (e.g., 

friendly or socially beneficial) values promoted by Disney animated features. Though perhaps 

surprising to some, such research does in fact exist, and it helps to provide a context for 

interpreting the criticisms. For example, Padilla-Walker et al. (2013) measured prosocial and 

altruistic behavior across all Disney and Disney/Pixar animated features (as of 2011) and found 

that, 
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Disney animated films were surprisingly high in the frequency of prosocial behavior, even 

when using more traditional definitions of altruistic physical behavior, but were even higher 

in prosocial behavior when using developmental characterizations of actual behavior. Indeed, 

our findings suggest that Disney movies contain at least three times more prosocial behavior 

than regular children’s programming. In addition, the majority of prosocial acts in Disney 

films were not accompanied by aggression, which is unique from other children’s 

programming and increases the likelihood of their having a positive influence on children. 

(Padilla-Walker et al., 2013, p. 408)  

Though this examination was by far the most in-depth of its kind, other past analyses have 

also discovered certain prosocial values in Disney animated features. For instance, Disney has 

been complimented for promoting in its animated features passionate environmentalism 

(Rosario, 2006) and a strong sense of personal responsibility (Ward, 1996). Other authors have 

even argued for Disney as a moral educator from a pseudo-theological perspective, claiming that 

the company’s features operate upon “a consistent set of moral values… based on Western, 

Judeo-Christian faith and religious principles” and which portrays good triumphing over evil, 

faith as the key to success, and hard work as a virtue (Pinksy, 2004, p. 11). These, of course, 

represent just a select few alleged prosocial values promoted in Disney animated features. 

Taking all of these opinions, critiques, criticisms, and theories into account, the remainder of 

this paper will examine the validity of the four previously mentioned common criticisms posed 

against Disney animated features. 

Critique 1 Analysis: Does Disney Promote the Beauty/Goodness Stereotype? 

First, what truth is there to the criticism that Disney animated features actively encourage 

the beauty/goodness stereotype to young audiences? 
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It must be understood that the beauty/goodness stereotype is primarily innate. There 

exists a great deal of evidence that infants as young as 2 months old exhibit early indicators of 

the beauty/goodness stereotype (Bazzini et al., 2010). Furthermore, neural imaging has revealed 

a basis for the beauty/goodness stereotype within the framework of the human brain: 

Activity in the medial orbitofrontal cortex increased as a function of both attractiveness 

and goodness ratings, whereas activity in the insular cortex decreased with both 

attractiveness and goodness ratings. Within each of these regions, the activations elicited 

by attractiveness and goodness judgments were strongly correlated with each other, 

supporting the idea of similar contributions of each region to both judgments. Moreover, 

activations in orbitofrontal and insular cortices were negatively correlated with each 

other, suggesting an opposing relationship between these regions during attractiveness 

and goodness judgments. (Tsukirua & Cabeza, 2011, p. 138) 

Therefore, it can be surmised that, while the presence of the beauty/goodness stereotype 

in media can promote or perhaps even reinforce the stereotype in young audiences, it can only do 

so because the stereotype is already innately present and functioning within the minds of that 

same audience. In other words, the media in which the stereotype is present can only support 

what nature has already imparted. 

With this understanding established, the question of whether or not Disney encourages or 

reinforces children’s implicit belief in the beauty/goodness stereotype can now be properly 

examined.  

A series of recent studies came to two major conclusions. First, researchers found that the 

beauty/goodness stereotype was in fact present throughout a number of Disney animated 
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features. However, researchers also discovered something surprising in children’s responses to 

the films: 

…our second investigation demonstrated that children between the ages of 6 and 12 

evaluated a peer who was attractive more favorably than an unattractive peer, regardless 

of whether they had viewed a film that endorsed or did not endorse the stereotype. 

(Bazzini et al., 2010, p. 2707) 

In other words, “Children rated the attractive target more favorably than the less 

attractive target. However, film exposure did not increase children’s use of the stereotype” 

(Bazzini et al., 2010, p. 2687). Furthermore, similar conclusions have been drawn regarding not 

only Disney animated features, but cartoons in general (Dohnt & Tiggemann, 2006). Therefore, 

it can be surmised that, while Disney animated features contain occurrences of the 

beauty/goodness stereotype just as most media does, the depictions in these films do not affect 

children negatively. 

Critique 2 Analysis: Does Disney Promote Unrealistic Body Ideals? 

 As noted earlier in this review, the unhealthy or unrealistic standards of physical beauty 

which commonly occur throughout media can have negative effects on audiences, which include 

everything from poor body image to low self-esteem to depressed mood (Northup & Liebler, 

2010; Tiggeman, 2014). That said, how accurate is the criticism that Disney endangers its young 

audiences with an overemphasis on and unrealistic depictions of physical attractiveness?  

 Not very, as it turns out. A recent study found that “young girls who internalized the thin 

ideal felt better about their body after exposure to a thin ideal cartoon characters than after 

exposure to characters (animated or real) with no thin ideal features” (Anschutz, Engels, & Van 

Strien, 2012, p. 611). Furthermore, “No effect… was found in girls who did not internalize the 
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thin ideal” (Anschutz et al., 2012, p. 611). These perhaps surprising findings mean that the self-

esteems of young girls who already believed in a superior body type were actually improved 

after viewing animations in which such a body type was depicted, regardless of the body type of 

the viewer herself. Additionally, girls who did not already believe in a superior body type were 

largely unaffected by the animated media. These conclusions are reinforced by past studies 

which have shown no relationship between watching cartoons and dieting awareness (Dohnt & 

Tiggeman, 2006). 

 It is perhaps also worth noting in light of criticisms that Disney overemphasizes the 

importance of physical beauty that, at least in the opinions of a portion of Disney’s young 

audiences, the opposite is true. In a 2009 study, it was found that little girls who had viewed 

several of the “Disney Princess” animated features felt that the films emphasized “niceness” 

(which included values such as sympathy and a willingness to sacrifice oneself) and 

“intelligence” as being the most attractive qualities (Lee, 2009). Moreover, “the girls saw 

physical attractiveness as a secondary matter in romantic love” (Lee, 2009, p. 91). Therefore, the 

data suggests not only that Disney’s animated depictions of the body have no negative effect on 

children, but furthermore that – at least in the opinion of a portion of the young viewers – Disney 

does not emphasize physical attractiveness as being of ultimate importance. 

Critique 3 Analysis: Does Disney Present Sexist Depictions of Men and Women? 

 This review has already explored the fact that antiquated and potentially repressive 

depictions of gender occur commonly throughout all types of media (Eisend, Plagemann, & 

Sollwedel, 2014; Kirsch & Mumen, 2015). But do Disney animated features promote such 

culturally problematic gender roles? 
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 A number of commentaries and analyses have explored this question and a substantial 

number seem to answer it in the negative. Some researchers have called Disney animated 

features’ portrayal of gender roles “complex,” claiming that they “differ in their portrayal of 

traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics” (England, Descartes, Collier-Meek, 2011, 

p. 555). Other researchers have gone a step further, citing specific Disney heroines as being 

particularly valuable examples of different feminist values (Davis, 2006; Swan, 1999; Zarranz, 

2007). These defenses are not limited to Disney’s line of princess-centered films, either; for 

instance, Mary Poppins (1964) has been pointed to as an example of a Disney character who 

stands strongly and independently outside of society’s parameters (Valverde, 2009). According 

to this analysis, the character challenges capitalism, subverts the patriarchy, breaks down the 

caste system, “and does so in a ‘female’ way” (Valverde, 2009, p. 270). One could perhaps 

further argue that the archetype of the strong, independent, and magical woman outside of 

society which has been attributed to Mary Poppins has also been represented by other Disney 

characters, from the Fairy Godmother (Cinderella, 1950) to the Blue Fairy (Pinocchio,1940), 

from the Three Good Fairies in Sleeping Beauty (1959) to the “wise woman” character of 

Mamma Odie (The Princess and the Frog, 2009). Unfortunately, “most studies on gender focus 

on traditional female stereotypes more than male stereotypes” (England et al., 2011, p. 565). 

However, male characters are not entirely absent from defenses of Disney animated features’ 

gender role depictions, with some arguing that Disney/Pixar animated films reveal particularly 

well-rounded and progressive examples of masculinity (Gillam & Wooden, 2008).  

 Therefore, though questions of stereotypes and archetypes will always ultimately fall 

under the category of subjective opinion, it seems reasonable to conclude based on the vast 
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number of analyses available – just a few of which have been mentioned here – that Disney’s 

animated depictions of men and women are at the very least not objectively sexist.  

Critique 4 Analysis: Does Disney Feature too Much Violence and Death? 

 Finally, this review refers back to what it has already established regarding depictions of 

violence and death in the media, the vast number of scenes depicting violence and death in 

Disney animated features, and some of the potential problems therein (Anderson et al., 2003; 

Lachnit, 1994; Colman et al., 2014). But how problematic is the comparably large presence of 

death and (mostly non-graphic) violence in Disney films? 

 A 2005 content analysis of 23 death scenes in 10 different Disney animated features 

sought to answer just this question and concluded that,  

These films may give children something to relate to when they are experiencing a loss. 

Watching films in which characters die may help children understand real death in a way 

that is less traumatic and threatening. Based on many of the movie scenes, children may 

better learn how to deal with death in terms of grieving and understanding what has 

happened when someone or something dies. Depictions of death may also serve as 

springboards for discussion between children and adults about death. As previously 

mentioned, many parents try to downplay the severity and reality of death when 

discussing it with children … However, using Disney movies may be a more comfortable 

way of discussing this difficult topic for both parents and children. (Meredith, Garrett, & 

Graham, 2004/2005, p. 279) 

These findings seem to be in keeping with the traditional role of fairy tales, which, “for 

centuries… have taught children to cope with things they are afraid of” (Ayob, 2010, p. 50). And 

a large number of psychologists have also concurred that the kinds of story elements Disney 
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often depicts “allow children to give shape to their inner conflicts and find ways to resolve them” 

(Lachnit, 1994, p. 1). 

Therefore, though potentially frightening scenes of violence and especially death 

commonly occur throughout Disney animated features, both research and contemporary 

psychological opinion seem to show that these instances have the potential to be beneficial to 

children and families rather than problematic.  

Having satisfactorily investigated the four commonly occurring critiques against Disney 

animated features based on the available literature, this analysis has come to the following 

conclusions: that Disney animated features promote prosocial effects to the culture; that Disney 

animated features do promote the beauty/goodness stereotype but do not apparently pose a threat 

to children; that Disney animated features do not negatively impact children in their depictions of 

physical attractiveness and furthermore promote certain values as being of greater importance 

than physical attractiveness; that Disney animated features, while still open to personal and 

subjective evaluation, do depict a broad range of roles and personalities for male and female 

characters, with male depictions being only slightly less varied; and that Disney animated films 

do feature a comparatively large presence of violence, death, and fearful situations, but that 

scenes depicting such things pose potential benefits to children and families.  

Still, one question still remains: how are the discoveries made in this analysis practically 

applied throughout the Disney Company? 

Method 

To answer this question, a ten question survey was developed in order to gauge the 

personal opinions of four former Walt Disney Company professionals regarding questions 

already explored throughout this analysis and inspired by the presented literature. Based on the 
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answers provided by the participants, this analysis will explore how the discoveries made by this 

analysis are being practically applied throughout the Walt Disney Company and to what degree. 

Data 

 In this analysis, four former Walt Disney Company professionals (two men and two 

women) answered the following ten questions based upon the collected literature. Former 

employees were chosen because current Walt Disney Company employees are not permitted to 

give interviews. The four subjects chosen were of varying skill sets and each had worked within 

a different area and level of the company. 

 The first question, “What was your job with the Walt Disney Company?” begins this 

analysis simply to gain insight into the professional backgrounds of the four participants. For the 

sake of anonymity, each of the participants will be given a pseudonym  

 Participant 1 – who this analysis will call “Mary” – formerly worked primarily as a 

character performer and puppeteer for the Walt Disney World Resort. Since her time with the 

company, she has continued to work in the theatrical and entertainment industries. 

 Participant 2 – who this analysis will refer to as “John” – previously worked within Show 

Quality Standards and Character Paving at Walt Disney Imagineering. Since then he has 

designed for a number of museums and amusement parks around the world and has also taught 

design at the college level. 

Participant 3 – who this analysis will refer to as “Kate” – is a former graphic designer and 

art director at Walt Disney Imagineering. Among her most notable accomplishments from her 

time with WDI is designing a number of prominent logos and features for Disney’s Hollywood 

Studios and Hong Kong Disneyland. Since her time at WDI, she has designed for a number of 

theme parks worldwide. 
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Finally, participant 4 – who this analysis will call “Bill” – is a 2
nd

 generation, 25-year 

veteran of the Walt Disney Company. Over the course of his relationship with the company, he 

played fundamental roles in the development of Shanghai Disneyland, EPCOT, and the former 

Disney-MGM Studios (now Disney’s Hollywood Studios). He concluded his relationship with 

the company in a top executive role. 

 Question two, “In what ways have you changed personally as a result of working for the 

Walt Disney Company?” yielded largely positive answers. Foremost among the many learned or 

reinforced values brought up by those surveyed were creativity, compassion, determination, 

cooperation, open-mindedness, and above all a passion for quality storytelling.  

 There were negative comments too, much of which originated in what most seemed to 

feel were intense company politics that didn’t always match with the values they felt Disney 

stands for. Some claimed to have left the company feeling jaded against its internal workings, 

citing Hollywood-style competitiveness between coworkers. Mary reported having grown 

“slightly more cynical” towards Disney’s audiences, feeling they were too judgmental towards 

and demanding of the company (personal communication, March 23, 2015). 

 The third question, “What are some ways in which your work for the Walt Disney 

Company promotes positive social values?” seemed to prompt two consistent answers. First, 

participants felt that Disney promoted happiness on a very deep and valuable level. In one way 

or another, each described the joy that came from bringing joy to others on what all felt was a 

large and potentially life-altering scale. Second, and perhaps more surprisingly, participants often 

brought up Disney’s promotion of the family. Some felt that this was done in an indirect way by 

bringing people together through shared experiences, but others like Bill went farther in 

concluding that Disney as an organization “did this [valuing families] best by sticking to this 
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value at times when the economics of entertainment suggested that it might be more profitable to 

relax it” (personal communication, March 22, 2015). 

 Answers to the fourth question, “In ways do you see the Walt Disney Company 

impacting the roles, values, and ideals of the current culture?” grew more varied. Katie, for 

instance, reiterated Disney’s penchant towards bringing families and groups closer together, 

claiming that the company, “allows many different ages and cultures to engage in a moment 

together that they will have for a lifetime” (personal communication, March 12, 2015). Bill 

focused more on the promotion of equality, environmentalism, and social justice within the 

company itself. What most answers had in common, however, was the implication that Disney 

has a responsibility as an international and culturally-impactful company to promote such 

positive social values both within the company and throughout its media. 

 In response to the fifth question, “What is your opinion on the idea of external beauty as a 

representation of internal/general goodness in the Walt Disney Company's cast of characters?” 

all participants expressed some level of regret towards the use of the beauty/goodness stereotype 

both by the company and throughout the broader culture. However, most insisted that when 

Disney relies upon the stereotype, it does so only inasmuch as it mirrors American culture in 

general and follows in the deep tradition of storytelling from its very origins. Furthermore, all 

participants expressed to some degree a belief that Disney was making some manner of effort to 

correct the culture’s tendency to use the stereotype. 

 Question 6, “What is your opinion on physical attractiveness as it relates to the value(s) 

being portrayed by the Walt Disney Company’s cast of characters?” prompted similar answers as 

to the previous question. The female participants passionately reiterated some of the potential 

issues with the beauty/goodness stereotype. For instance, Mary said regarding Disney animated 
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characters that, “All the men are handsome and broad shouldered and the women all are beautiful 

with tiny waists” (personal communication, March 23, 2015). Comparatively, the male 

participants felt less strongly than did the females that Disney designs characters in a potentially 

problematic way, predominantly arguing that meaningful narratives take precedent over varying 

body-type depictions. Illustrating this, Bill pointed out that the use of the beauty/goodness 

stereotype, “isn't inherently a Disney affectation and it makes for good storytelling” (personal 

communication, March 22, 2015). 

 In answering question 7, “In what ways do you see the Walt Disney Company promoting 

positive or healthy body image in young audiences?” participants expressed widely differing 

opinions. Kate insisted that Disney does not promote healthy body image at all, while Bill argued 

that the company has, over time, made significant improvements in this area. Mary agreed that 

Disney does little to promote a positive body image, but felt that the company does promote 

other positive values like service and self-sacrifice. Finally, John argued that Disney does 

nothing to promote negative body image, citing the company’s history of using 

anthropomorphism in its stories to argue that Disney designs characters to exist in and of 

themselves without necessarily needing to reflect reality. In his own words: 

In a weird way, the anthropomorphisation of things in the films has released a strict hold 

on body image. The objects are the shape they are and have a personality. And 

interestingly those shapes can carry a sense of emotional context to the character. They 

don’t need to refer to physical fitness or attractiveness. (personal communication, March 

20, 2015) 

 Participants grew increasingly nuanced and precise in the wording of their answers to 

question 8, “As a member of the Walt Disney Company, in what ways does your work/the media 
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produced by the company promote traditional or progressive roles for male and female 

characters?” and although a general trend continued to emerge in which female participants were 

more negative regarding Disney than are the male participants, answers remained varied. Most 

participants agreed that Disney has promoted fairly narrow gender roles in its past, but Kate felt 

that the company’s depictions remain highly antiquated while Mary argued that the company’s 

depictions are improving. Echoing the latter sentiment, Bill felt the company has made strides in 

its depictions of female characters, while male characters remain fairly stereotypical. He 

reaffirmed, however, that Disney only reflects the current American cultural climate and 

occasionally works to improve it, an opinion which has occurred and reoccurred throughout this 

analysis. Finally, John presented the outlying opinion that Disney creating characters which 

remain meaningful to their audiences is more important than characters which please everyone in 

their design or depictions. 

 Question 9, “In your opinion, how does the media produced by the Walt Disney 

Company deal with children’s perceptions of fearful situations, violence, and death?” yielded the 

most overwhelmingly positive answers thus far in the analysis. Almost all participants felt that 

Disney has handled death and fearful situations exceedingly well, with more than one citing 

Bambi (1942) and Big Hero 6 (2014) as prime examples of a time in which the Disney company 

depicted death with nuance, pathos, and understanding. Bill even went as far as to say that: 

Disney’s kid protagonists face some pretty horrible stuff but they also exhibit good 

problem solving skills, courage and self-reliance. They learn from their sadness and fear 

and they become better people. I think Disney does a good job of keeping it balanced. 

(personal communication, March 22, 2015) 
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 However, John simultaneously expressed moderate concern that Disney relies too much 

upon death as an emotional tactic in storytelling while Kate felt that Disney does not fully 

explore the complexities of death. That said, the latter participant did acknowledge the existence 

of certain exceptions, namely Big Hero 6 (2014). 

 Finally, opinions were relatively consistent among those who chose to answer question 

10, “Are there any further thoughts or opinions you’d care to add to this analysis?” All chose to 

reaffirm that Disney is first and foremost a company and should be seen as such. However, what 

this meant practically differed among the participants’ answers. Interestingly, the female 

participants – who were, as previously stated, comparatively negative in their assessments of 

Disney throughout the analysis – argued that the company does not necessarily have any 

responsibility to promote certain values to the culture. Mary expressed the opinion that audiences 

are overly critical of Disney, and both suggested it was up to parents to help their children draw 

the correct conclusions from all media, as well as Disney’s media specifically. For his part, Bill 

(the single male participant who chose to answer this last question) echoed the opinion that much 

of the criticisms brought against Disney are personal, subjective opinions. However, he also 

chose to conclude his analysis by reaffirming that Disney is more than a company, but rather a 

kind of storytelling entity following not only in the footsteps of its founder, but also in the rich 

line of other storytellers who came before it. In his own words: 

Walt Disney was a storyteller. He happened to choose art as his medium but he is a 

continuation of the rich history of yarn-spinners that goes back to the first dude who 

stood up around the cave-fire and pantomimed a bison hunt. Story is only 30% brought 

by the teller. The rest is an amalgam of the mental models brought by the audience, all 

the stories that preceded it and the influence of place, time, context and culture. The 
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company that grew from Walt’s practice of his art is not different at its core. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2015)  

Conclusion 

 Having summarized the collected opinions of the four former Disney employees, this 

examination can now turn its attention back to the research question with which it began: how 

does the Walt Disney Company practically apply the discoveries made in this analysis after 

exploring the available research – that Disney animated features promote prosocial effects to the 

culture; that Disney animated features do promote the beauty/goodness stereotype but do not 

apparently pose a threat to children; that Disney animated features do not negatively impact 

children in their depictions of physical attractiveness and furthermore promote certain values as 

being of greater importance than physical attractiveness; that Disney animated features, while 

still open to personal and subjective evaluation, do depict a broad range of roles and personalities 

for male and female characters, with male depictions being only slightly less varied; and that 

Disney animated films do feature a comparatively large presence of violence, death, and fearful 

situations, but that scenes depicting such things pose potential benefits to children and families – 

?  

 On the whole, the answer to that question seems mostly positive. Although one cannot 

necessarily take the opinions of the surveyed former employees as being representative of the 

company at large, and although there were certainly outlying answers to every question, the 

consistent answers all seemed to parallel the conclusions previously made by this analysis in 

light of the available research.  

First, the research revealed that, although Disney media does tend to utilize the 

beauty/goodness stereotype, the use of the stereotype in media does not increase the use of the 
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stereotype by the child viewers, who already have the stereotype ingrained in them. This finding 

seemed to be complemented in the opinions of those surveyed, which seemed to indicate that, 

although Disney does utilize the stereotype, it does so mainly as a reflection of and in response to 

the current culture, and is furthermore making strides to adjust the culture’s use of the stereotype.  

Second, although answers were incredibly varied when responding to inquiries regarding 

Disney’s focus on physical attractiveness and its promotion of positive body image or lack 

thereof, it is precisely the variance of the answers which seems to complement the findings of the 

literature. These findings reveal that animated features play no role in decreasing a child’s body 

image, suggesting that other life factors influence this phenomenon. Thus, it seems reasonable 

that four different individuals would have such differing opinions. However, the literature also 

suggested that children rated physical attractiveness as tertiary in value, with other prosocial 

traits ranking higher. This finding too was echoed in the opinions of those surveyed, many of 

whom pointed out a number of prosocial values they feel the Disney Company promotes.  

Third, opinions regarding Disney’s promotion of either antiquated or progressive gender 

roles were similarly varied, implying that, as the research suggested, such impressions are always 

subjective. However, there were further parallels. One of the participants felt that Disney’s 

female characters have seen more progression in their representation than have their male 

counterparts, but that Disney/Pixar’s male characters are generally more progressive than Disney 

in their male depictions. This phenomenon was described in the analyzed literature. Additionally, 

most participants felt that Disney has grown increasingly progressive of its female depictions 

over time, a sentiment which appeared frequently throughout the literature as well.  

Fourth and finally, participants’ opinions regarding death and violence matched very 

closely the findings drawn from the literature. The majority of participants expressed the 
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sentiment that Disney media handles death very well, as well as in a way which resonates 

powerfully with audiences. Similarly, the literature suggested that fearful scenes of death or 

violence as presented by Disney can serve to safely introduce children to the concept of death, 

help them cope, and prompt family conversations about the sometimes-difficult subject. 

In addition to the similarities and correlations between the opinions of those interviewed 

and the conclusions of the literature, the survey answers also revealed the following four trends. 

These trends, of course, cannot be seen as necessarily representing the views of the Disney 

Company in general nor all of its employees. However, these trends have value in that they 

potentially serve to provide the kind of insight and clarity for which this analysis first set out to 

gain. 

First, that all the questions of the initial thesis question are not lost on the Disney 

Company nor its employees. It seems as though such questions and others are actively wrestled 

with and thought about with seriousness.  

Second, that it appeared as though the female former employees surveyed were 

somewhat more negative towards the Disney Company than were their male counterparts. Of 

course, it must be restated that these results cannot be considered to be representative of the 

general Disney Company, let alone men and women in general. Furthermore, there are a number 

of possible reasons why the female respondents might be more negative than the males which 

have nothing to do with gender. However, this analysis will refrain from exploring such 

potentially offensive conjecture and theory. Instead, this analysis finds it simply worthy of note 

that the women far more frequently brought up concerns about the company, specifically 

regarding money being a priority for the company as well as it’s gender and body depictions.  
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Third, that – at least according to a theme which occurred many times throughout the 

survey answers – any criticisms which can potentially be leveled at the Disney company should 

first and foremost be leveled at the current American culture. The Disney Company, as it was 

pointed out, often tries to be a thought leader and sometimes even manages to adjust the culture’s 

values towards the better, but all companies at the end of the day are only mirrors to their 

consumers’ own opinions and perceptions.  

Fourth and finally, that Disney has always been and still remains deeply passionate about 

story. Of course, this is perhaps unsurprising to those familiar with the legacy of the company.  

It is worth noting, as has been mentioned previously, that there are certain limitations to 

the research findings. Primarily, the opinions of the four participants and the trends therein 

cannot necessarily be considered to be representative of every Walt Disney Company employee. 

Furthermore, because of the contractual obligations of current Walt Disney Company employees 

to refrain from speaking about the company to outside sources, all four participants were former 

employees. This being the case, certain biases may be present. With these limitations considered, 

it may be worthwhile to interview a larger number and broader range of Walt Disney Company 

employees – past and present – to confirm or expand these findings. 

However, what is worth reaffirming is how deeply the passion for good storytelling 

resonated individually with those surveyed. All participants expressed, in some sense, the joy 

that came from giving joy to others, the enthusiasm behind creating powerful narratives, and the 

genuine belief that these narratives had at the very least the potential to greatly improve people’s 

lives and families. And all participants felt that this joy, this enthusiasm, and this genuine belief 

were deepened in them by and during their time with the Walt Disney Company. 
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