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PROLOGUE

IN JUNE 2016 I made my fortieth trip to China in eighteen years, 
my eleventh in the past six months. I was there to oversee the 

final preparations before the opening of Shanghai Disneyland. I’d 
been CEO of the Walt Disney Company for eleven years at that 
point, and my plan was to open Shanghai and then retire. It had 
been a thrilling run, and the creation of this park was the biggest 
accomplishment of my career. It felt like the right time to move on, 
but life doesn’t always go the way you expect it will. Things happen 
that you can’t possibly anticipate. The fact that I’m still running the 
company as I write this is a testament to that. Much more pro-
foundly, so are the events of that week in Shanghai.

We were opening the park on Thursday, June 16. That Monday, 
the first wave of VIPs was scheduled to arrive: Disney board mem-
bers and key executives and their families, creative partners, inves-
tors and Wall Street analysts. There was a huge international media 
contingent already there and more coming in. I’d been in Shanghai 
for two weeks and was running on adrenaline. Since my first 
location- scouting trip to China in 1998, I was the only person who 
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x PROLOGUE

had been involved in the project from day one, and I couldn’t wait 
to show it to the world.

In the sixty- one years since Walt Disney built Disneyland in 
Anaheim, California, we’d opened parks in Orlando and Paris and 
Tokyo and Hong Kong. Disney World in Orlando remains our 
largest, but Shanghai was of a different order than all the others. It 
was one of the biggest investments in the history of the company. 
Numbers don’t  really do the park justice, but here are a few to give 
some sense of its scope. Shanghai Disneyland cost about $6 billion 
to build. It is 963 acres, about eleven times the size of Disneyland. 
At various stages of its construction, as many as fourteen thousand 
workers lived on the property. We held casting calls in six cities in 
China to discover the thousand singers, dancers, and actors who 
perform in our stage and street shows. Over the eighteen years it 
took to complete the park, I met with three presidents of China, 
five mayors of Shanghai, and more party secretaries than I can re-
member (one of whom was arrested for corruption and banished to 
northern China in the middle of our negotiations, setting the proj-
ect back nearly two years).

We had endless negotiations over land deals and partnership 
splits and management roles, and considered things as significant 
as the safety and comfort of Chinese workers and as tiny as whether 
we could cut a ribbon on opening day. The creation of the park was 
an education in geopolitics, and a constant balancing act between 
the possibilities of global expansion and the perils of cultural impe-
rialism. The overwhelming challenge, which I repeated to our team 
so often it became a mantra for everyone working on the project, 
was to create an experience that was “authentically Disney and dis-
tinctly Chinese.”

In the early evening on Sunday, June 12, I and the rest of my 
team in Shanghai received news of a mass shooting at the Pulse 
nightclub in Orlando, fifteen miles from Disney World. We have 
more than seventy thousand employees in Orlando, and we waited 
in horror for confirmation that some of them were at the club that 
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night. Our head of security, Ron Iden, was with us in Shanghai, 
and he immediately began calling his network of security contacts 
in the States. It was twelve hours earlier— just before dawn— in 
Orlando when we first heard the news. Ron told me he’d have more 
information when I got up in the morning.

My first event the next day was a presentation to investors over 
breakfast. Then I had to shoot a long interview with Robin Roberts 
of Good Morning America, which included touring the park and rid-
ing attractions with Robin and her crew. Then there was a meeting 
with Chinese officials about protocol for the opening ceremonies, a 
dinner with members of our board and senior executives, and fi-
nally a rehearsal for the opening- night concert that I was hosting. 
Ron periodically gave me updates as I moved through the day.

We knew that more than fifty people had been killed and nearly 
as many injured, and that the shooter was a man named Omar 
Mateen. Ron’s security team ran Mateen’s name through our data-
base and found that he’d visited the Magic Kingdom a couple of 
months before the shooting, then again the weekend before. There 
was closed- circuit television footage of him on that last visit, pac-
ing outside a park entrance near the House of Blues, in Downtown 
Disney.

What we learned next shook me in a way few things have over 
the course of my career. It wouldn’t be made public until nearly two 
years later, during the trial of Mateen’s wife as an accomplice to the 
murders (she was later acquitted), but federal investigators informed 
Ron that they believed Disney World had been Mateen’s primary 
target. They’d found his phone at the scene of the shooting, and 
determined that it had been pinging off one of our cell towers ear-
lier that night. They studied the CCTV footage and saw him, 
again, walking back and forth in front of the entrance near the 
House of Blues. There was a heavy metal concert there that night, 
which meant extra security— five armed police officers— and after 
a few minutes of casing the area, Mateen could be seen walking 
back to his car.
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Security cameras picked up two weapons in Mateen’s posses-
sion, a semiautomatic rifle and a semiautomatic pistol, hidden in-
side a child’s stroller, along with a baby blanket that hadn’t yet been 
taken out of its packaging. Investigators suspected that his plan was 
to cover his weapons with the blanket and wheel them up to the 
entrance before pulling them out.

Our head of Parks and Resorts, Bob Chapek, was also in Shang-
hai, and he and I consulted throughout the day as Ron passed on 
more news. We were still anxiously waiting to hear if any of our 
people had been at the nightclub, and now we were concerned that 
the news of our being a target would soon be leaked. It would be a 
big story and would take a difficult emotional toll on the commu-
nity there. The bond you form in high- stress moments like this, 
when you’re sharing information that you can’t discuss with anyone 
else, is a powerful one. In every emergency I’ve encountered as 
CEO, I’ve been grateful for the competence and cool heads and 
humanity of the team around me. Bob’s first move was to send the 
head of Walt Disney World, George Kalogridis, back to Orlando 
from Shanghai, to give his people on the ground more executive 
support.

The data on Mateen’s phone showed that once he got back to his 
car, he typed in a search for nightclubs in Orlando. He drove to the 
first club that came up, but there was construction going on in front 
of the entrance, and traffic was backed up. The second result was 
Pulse, where he ultimately committed his massacre. As the details 
of the investigation trickled in, I felt horror and grief for the vic-
tims of the shooting, and at the same time a sickening “there but 
for the grace of God” relief that he’d been deterred by the security 
we had in place.

I’m often asked what aspect of the job most keeps me up at 
night. The honest answer is that I don’t agonize over the work very 
much. I don’t know if it’s a quirk of brain chemistry, or a defense 
mechanism I developed in reaction to some family chaos in my 
youth, or the result of years of discipline— some combination of all 
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of those things, I suppose— but I tend not to feel much anxiety 
when things go awry. And I tend to approach bad news as a prob-
lem that can be worked through and solved, something I have con-
trol over rather than something happening to me. But I’m also all 
too aware of the symbolic power of Disney as a target, and the one 
thing that weighs heavily on me is the knowledge that no matter 
how vigilant we are, we can’t prepare for everything.

When the unexpected does happen, a kind of instinctive triage 
kicks in. You have to rely on your own internal “threat scale.” There 
are drop- everything events, and there are others when you say to 
yourself, This is serious, I need to be engaged right now, but I also need 
to extricate myself and focus on other things and return to this later. 
Sometimes, even though you’re “in charge,” you need to be aware 
that in the moment you might have nothing to add, and so you 
don’t wade in. You trust your people to do their jobs and focus your 
energies on some other pressing issue.

That’s what I was telling myself in Shanghai, half a world away 
from Orlando. This was the most momentous thing the company 
had embarked on since Disney World opened in 1971. We had 
never invested so much in something, with so much potential— for 
success or failure— in our nearly hundred- year history. I had no 
choice but to compartmentalize, to focus on the last- minute details 
of the opening ceremonies, and trust in my team in Orlando and in 
the protocols we had in place.

We have a system that tracks employees whenever a disaster oc-
curs. If there’s a plane crash or a hurricane or a wildfire, I get re-
ports on who’s unaccounted for, who’s had to evacuate their homes, 
who lost a friend or relative or pet, whose property was damaged. 
We have well over two hundred thousand employees around the 
world, so if something catastrophic happens, the odds aren’t insig-
nificant that one of our people has been touched by it. After the 
2015 terror attacks in Paris, I learned within hours that vendors 
from an ad agency we work with were killed. In the aftermath of 
the Las Vegas shooting in the fall of 2017, I got reports right away 
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that more than sixty of our employees were at the outdoor concert 
that night. Fifty of them knew someone who was either killed or 
injured. Three had been shot themselves. And one, an employee at 
Disneyland, had been killed.

By Tuesday morning in Shanghai, we’d learned that two of our 
part- time employees were among those killed in the nightclub 
shooting. Several other employees were friends or relatives of vic-
tims. Our trauma and grief counselors went to work, contacting 
those affected and arranging mental health services.

MY ITINERARY FOR those days leading up to the park’s opening 
was scheduled down to the minute: leading park tours and giving 
interviews and attending rehearsals to give final notes on the 
opening- ceremony performances; hosting lunches and dinners and 
meetings with shareholders and vendors and members of our board; 
meeting with Chinese dignitaries to pay proper respects; dedicat-
ing a wing of the Shanghai Children’s Hospital; practicing a brief 
speech, part of which was in Mandarin, that I’d be giving at the 
opening ceremony. There were even small intervals during which I 
was scheduled to get makeup, change my clothes, or sneak a quick 
snack. On Wednesday morning, I was leading a VIP tour of about 
a hundred guests. Jerry Bruckheimer was there, and George Lucas. 
Some of my direct reports were there with their families. My wife, 
Willow, and our kids were there. Everyone wore headsets, and I 
spoke into a microphone as I led them through the park.

I remember exactly where we were— between Adventure Island 
and Pirate Cove— when Bob Chapek approached me and pulled 
me aside. I assumed he had more news from the shooting investi-
gation, and I leaned in so that he could privately give me an update. 
“There was an alligator attack in Orlando,” Bob whispered. “An 
alligator attacked a young child. A little boy.”

We were surrounded by people, and I hid my rising sense of 
horror as Bob told me what he knew so far. The attack had occurred 
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at our Grand Floridian Hotel resort at about 8:30 in the evening. It 
was now around 10:30 a.m. in Shanghai, so, two hours ago. “We 
don’t know the status of the child,” Bob said.

I instinctively started praying that somehow the boy was not 
killed. And then I started scrolling through the history in my mind. 
Had this ever happened before? In the forty- five years the park had 
been open, as far as I knew, a guest had never been attacked. I 
started to visualize the property. Bob told me it happened on the 
beach at the resort. I’ve stayed in the Grand Floridian many times 
and know that beach well. There’s a lagoon there, but I’ve never 
seen anyone swimming in it. Wait, that wasn’t true. The image of a 
man swimming out to retrieve a balloon that his child had lost 
came to mind. It was about five years earlier. I remembered taking 
a picture of him as he swam back to shore, balloon in hand, laugh-
ing to myself at the things parents are willing to do for their kids.

I finished the tour and waited for more news. There’s a protocol 
for what rises to me and what gets handled by someone else, and 
my team will regularly wait to tell me something until they’re sure 
it’s accurate. (To their frustration, I sometimes chide them that 
they don’t report bad news to me fast enough.) This time the news 
came to me immediately, but I felt desperate for more.

George Kalogridis, whom we’d sent back in the aftermath of 
the nightclub shooting, landed right around the time of the attack 
and began to deal with it instantly, passing information on to us as 
it became available. I soon learned the boy was missing. Rescue 
teams hadn’t found the body. His name was Lane Graves. He was 
two years old. The Graves family was staying at the Grand Florid-
ian and had gone down to the beach for a scheduled movie night. 
The movie was canceled because of lightning, but they and some 
other families decided to stay and let their kids play. Lane took a 
bucket to fill at the water’s edge. It was dusk, and an alligator that 
had come up to the surface to feed was right there in the shallow 
water. It grabbed the boy and took him under. The Graves family 
had come to Disney World from Nebraska, George told me. A 
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crisis team was with them. I knew a couple of members of that 
team. They were exceptional at their jobs, and I was grateful they 
were there, but this would test them in the extreme.

That night was our opening concert in Shanghai, to be per-
formed by a five- hundred- piece orchestra and featuring the world- 
famous pianist Lang Lang, along with a lineup of the most revered 
composers and singers and musicians in China. Prior to the con-
cert, I was hosting a dinner for a group of Chinese officials and 
visiting dignitaries. I did everything I could to focus on my respon-
sibilities, but my mind returned constantly to the Graves family in 
Orlando. The thought that they had come to Disney World, of all 
places, and suffered such an unimaginable loss, loomed over every-
thing.

Thursday morning, June 16, was opening day. I woke at 4:00 
a.m. and worked out, to try to clear my head, then wandered to a 
lounge on our floor and met with Zenia Mucha, our chief com-
munications officer. Zenia and I have worked together for more 
than a dozen years. She’s been with me through it all, good and 
bad. She’s tough, she’ll tell me straight to my face when she thinks 
I’m making a mistake, and she always has the best interests of the 
company at heart.

The story was being reported widely now, and I wanted our re-
sponse to come from me. I’ve seen other companies deal with crises 
by letting a “company spokesperson” be their official voice, and that 
strategy has always struck me as cold and a bit cowardly. Corporate 
systems often work to insulate and protect CEOs, sometimes to a 
fault, and I was determined not to do that now. I told Zenia I had 
to issue a statement, and she immediately agreed that it was the 
right thing to do.

There is so little you can say to make sense of something like 
this, but we sat there in the lounge and I dictated my feelings to 
Zenia as honestly as I could. I talked about being a father and a 
grandfather, and how that gave me the slightest window into the 
parents’ unimaginable pain. Fifteen minutes after our conversa-
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tion, the statement went out. I returned to my room to start to get 
ready for the opening. Willow was up and out, and my boys were 
asleep. I couldn’t seem to do what I needed to do next, though, and 
after several minutes I called Zenia again. When she answered her 
phone, I said, “I have to speak with the family.”

This time I expected pushback from her and from our general 
counsel, Alan Braverman. This could become a complicated legal 
situation, and lawyers want to restrict the possibility of saying any-
thing that might exacerbate liability. In this case, though, they 
both knew this was something I needed to do, and neither of them 
offered resistance. “I’ll get you a number,” Zenia said, and within 
minutes I had the phone number of Jay Ferguson, a friend of Matt 
and Melissa Graves, the boy’s parents, who’d flown to Orlando im-
mediately to be with them.

I sat on the edge of the bed and dialed. I didn’t know what I was 
going to say, but when Jay answered, I explained who I was and 
that I was in Shanghai. “I don’t know if they’ll want to talk with 
me,” I said, “but if they do, I would like to express my sympathies. 
If they don’t, I’ll express them to you and ask you to pass them on.”

“Give me a minute,” Jay said. I could hear talking in the back-
ground, and then suddenly Matt was there on speaker. I just started 
talking. I reiterated what I’d said in the statement, that I was a par-
ent and a grandparent, that I couldn’t fathom what they must be 
going through. I told him that I wanted him to know from me, the 
person at the top of this company, that we would do anything we 
could possibly do to get them through this. I gave him my direct 
number and told him to call it if he needed anything, and then 
asked if there was anything I could do for them now.

“Promise me that my son’s life won’t be in vain,” he said. He was 
speaking through heaving sobs, and I could hear Melissa also sob-
bing in the background. “Promise me you’ll do whatever you can to 
prevent this from ever happening to another child.”

I gave him my promise. I knew from a lawyer’s perspective that 
I should be careful about what I was saying, that I should consider 
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whether that was somehow an admission of negligence. When you 
work in a corporate structure for so long, you become trained to 
give legalistic, corporate responses, but I didn’t care about any of 
that in this moment. I reiterated to Jay that he should call me if 
there was anything they needed, and then we hung up, and I sat 
there shaking on the edge of my bed. I’d been crying so hard that 
both of my contact lenses had come out, and I was vaguely search-
ing for them when Willow walked into the room.

“I just talked with the parents,” I said. I was at a loss for how to 
explain what I felt. She came to me and wrapped her arms around 
me. She asked what she could do. “I just have to keep going,” I said. 
But I didn’t have anything left. The adrenaline that had been pow-
ering me for the last two weeks, all that this project meant to me 
and the thrill I’d felt at sharing it, had drained away. In thirty 
minutes, I was scheduled to meet the vice premier of China, the 
U.S. ambassador to China, the Chinese ambassador to the United 
States, the party secretary of Shanghai, and the mayor of Shanghai, 
and lead them on a tour of the park. I felt like I couldn’t move.

Eventually I called my team and said to meet me in the hotel 
lounge. I knew if I described the conversation to them, I would 
start crying again, so I kept it short and told Bob Chapek what I’d 
promised Matt Graves. “We’re on it,” Bob said, and sent word back 
to his team in Orlando right away. (What they did there was re-
markable. There are hundreds of lagoons and canals on the prop-
erty, and thousands of alligators. Within twenty- four hours, they 
had ropes and fences and signs up throughout the park, which is 
twice the size of Manhattan.)

I went off to meet the dignitaries. We rode rides and posed for 
pictures. I struggled to smile and go on with the show. It was a 
stark example of the truth that what people see on the outside so 
often doesn’t reflect what’s happening on the inside. When the tour 
was over, I was scheduled to give a speech to the thousands of 
people gathered there in the park, and millions more in China 
watching on TV, then cut a ribbon and officially open Shanghai 
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Disneyland to the world. Disney coming to mainland China was a 
major event. There were members of the press there from all over 
the globe. Both President Xi and President Obama had written 
letters that we were planning to read at the opening. I was well 
aware of the weight of it all, but I also couldn’t stop thinking of the 
anguish of Matt Graves’s voice on the phone.

As I walked away from the vice premier, the president of Shang-
hai Shendi Group, the Chinese company we’d partnered with, 
caught up to me and took me by the arm. “You’re not going to talk 
about Orlando, are you?” he said. “It’s a happy day. This is a happy 
day.” I assured him I wouldn’t say anything to dampen the mood.

Less than half an hour later, I found myself sitting alone on a 
banquette in the Disney castle, waiting for a stage manager to give 
me the cue that it was time for my speech. I’d memorized the lines 
in Mandarin that I was planning to deliver, and now I was strug-
gling to recall them. It was true, it was a happy day, and I needed 
to try to focus on that and recognize what it meant for all the peo-
ple who had worked so hard, for so long, to make this day happen; 
and for the people of China, who would have this place to dream 
about in the same way that I and so many American kids dreamed 
of going to Disneyland. It was a happy day. It was also the saddest 
of my career.

I’VE WORKED FOR the same company for forty- five years: twenty- 
two of them at ABC, another twenty- three at Disney, after Disney 
acquired ABC in 1995. For the past fourteen years, I’ve had the 
enviable task of being the sixth CEO to run the company since 
Walt founded it in 1923.

There have been difficult, even tragic, days. But for me this has 
also been, to steal from a phrase, the happiest job on earth. We 
make movies and television shows and Broadway musicals, games 
and costumes and toys and books. We build theme parks and rides, 
hotels and cruise ships. We stage parades and street shows and 
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concerts every day in our fourteen parks across the world. We man-
ufacture fun. Even after all of these years, I still sometimes find 
myself thinking, How did this happen? How did I get so lucky? We 
used to call our biggest, most exciting theme- park attractions  
“E- Tickets.” That’s what comes to mind when I think about the 
job, that it’s been a fourteen- year ride on a giant E- Ticket attrac-
tion known as the Walt Disney Company.

But Disney also exists in the world of quarterly earnings reports 
and shareholder expectations and countless other obligations that 
come with running a company that operates in nearly every country 
in the world. On the least eventful days, this job requires an ability 
to constantly adapt and re- adapt. You go from plotting growth 
strategy with investors, to looking at the design of a giant new 
theme- park attraction with Imagineers, to giving notes on the 
rough cut of a film, to discussing security measures and board gov-
ernance and ticket pricing and pay scale. The days are challenging 
and dynamic, but they’re also a never- ending exercise in compart-
mentalization. You address one thing— What are the attributes of 
a Disney princess in today’s world and how should they manifest in 
our products?— then you put it away and shift your focus to the 
next: What will our slate of Marvel films be for the next eight 
years? And those are the rare days when things actually unfold ac-
cording to schedule. As the week described above makes all too 
clear, there are also, always, crises and failures for which you can 
never be fully prepared. Few will be as tragic as the events of that 
week, but something will always come up.

This is true not just of the Walt Disney Company but of any 
company or institution. Something will always come up. At its 
simplest, this book is about being guided by a set of principles that 
help nurture the good and manage the bad. I was reluctant to write 
it for a long time. Until fairly recently, I even avoided talking pub-
licly about my “rules for leadership” or any such ideas, because I felt 
I hadn’t fully “walked the walk.” After forty- five years, though— 
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and especially after the past fourteen— I’ve come to believe that I 
have insights that could be useful beyond my own experience.

If you run a business or manage a team or collaborate with oth-
ers in pursuit of a common goal, this book might be helpful to you. 
My experiences from day one have all been in the media and enter-
tainment world, but these strike me as universal ideas: about foster-
ing risk taking and creativity; about building a culture of trust; 
about fueling a deep and abiding curiosity in oneself and inspiring 
that in the people around you; about embracing change rather than 
living in denial of it; and about operating, always, with integrity 
and honesty in the world, even when that means facing things that 
are difficult to face. These are abstractions, but my hope is that the 
stories and examples that are significant to me as I look back at the 
long arc of my career will help them feel more concrete and relat-
able, not just to the aspiring CEOs of the world but to anyone 
wanting to be less fearful, more confidently themselves, as they 
navigate their professional and even personal lives.

For the most part, the book is organized chronologically. Since 
my first day at ABC, I’ve had twenty jobs and fourteen bosses. I’ve 
been the lowliest crew member working on a daytime soap opera 
and run a network that produced some of the most innovative tele-
vision (and one of the most infamous flops) of all time. I’ve twice 
been on the side of the company being taken over, and I’ve acquired 
and assimilated several others, among them Pixar, Marvel, Lucas-
film, and, most recently, 21st Century Fox. I’ve schemed about the 
future of entertainment with Steve Jobs and become the keeper of 
George Lucas’s Star Wars mythology. I’ve thought every day about 
how technology is redefining the way we create, deliver, and expe-
rience media, and what it means to be both relevant to a modern 
audience and faithful to a nearly hundred- year- old brand. And I’ve 
worked hard and thoughtfully to make a connection between that 
brand and billions of people around the globe.

As I near the end of all of that and think back on what I’ve 
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learned, these are the ten principles that strike me as necessary to 
true leadership. I hope they’ll serve you as well as they’ve served me.

Optimism. One of the most important qualities of a good 
leader is optimism, a pragmatic enthusiasm for what can be 
achieved. Even in the face of difficult choices and less than ideal 
outcomes, an optimistic leader does not yield to pessimism. Simply 
put, people are not motivated or energized by pessimists.

Courage. The foundation of risk-taking is courage, and in ever-
changing, disrupted businesses, risk-taking is essential, innovation 
is vital, and true innovation occurs only when people have courage. 
This is true of acquisitions, investments, and capital allocations, 
and it particularly applies to creative decisions. Fear of failure de-
stroys creativity.

Focus. Allocating time, energy, and resources to the strategies, 
problems, and projects that are of highest importance and value is 
extremely important, and it’s imperative to communicate your pri-
orities clearly and often.

Decisiveness. All decisions, no matter how difficult, can and 
should be made in a timely way. Leaders must encourage a diversity 
of opinion balanced with the need to make and implement deci-
sions. Chronic indecision is not only inefficient and counterproduc-
tive, but it is deeply corrosive to morale.

Curiosity. A deep and abiding curiosity enables the discovery 
of new people, places, and ideas, as well as an awareness and an 
understanding of the marketplace and its changing dynamics. The 
path to innovation begins with curiosity.

Fairness. Strong leadership embodies the fair and decent treat-
ment of people. Empathy is essential, as is accessibility. People 
committing honest mistakes deserve second chances, and judging 
people too harshly generates fear and anxiety, which discourage 
communication and innovation. Nothing is worse to an organiza-
tion than a culture of fear.

Thoughtfulness. Thoughtfulness is one of the most underrated 
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elements of good leadership. It is the process of gaining knowledge, 
so an opinion rendered or decision made is more credible and more 
likely to be correct. It’s simply about taking the time to develop 
informed opinions.

Authenticity. Be genuine. Be honest. Don’t fake anything. 
Truth and authenticity breed respect and trust.

The Relentless Pursuit of Perfection. This doesn’t mean per-
fectionism at all costs, but it does mean a refusal to accept medioc-
rity or make excuses for something being “good enough.” If you 
believe that something can be made better, put in the effort to do 
it. If you’re in the business of making things, be in the business of 
making things great.

Integrity. Nothing is more important than the quality and in-
tegrity of an organization’s people and its product. A company’s 
success depends on setting high ethical standards for all things, big 
and small. Another way of saying this is: The way you do anything 
is the way you do everything.
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CHAPTER 1

STARTING AT THE BOTTOM

THIS BOOK IS not a memoir, but it’s impossible to talk about 
the traits that have served me well over the course of my profes-

sional life and not look back at my childhood. There are certain 
ways I’ve always been, things I’ve always done, that are the result of 
some inscrutable mix of nature and nurture. (I’ve always woken 
early, for example, as far back as I can remember, and cherished 
those hours to myself before the rest of the world wakes up.) There 
are other qualities and habits that are the result of purposeful deci-
sions I made along the path. As is the case with many of us, those 
decisions were partially made in response to my parents, in particu-
lar my father, a brilliant and complicated man who shaped me more 
than anyone.

He certainly made me curious about the world. We had a den 
lined with shelves full of books, and my dad had read every one of 
them. I didn’t become a serious reader until I was in high school, 
but when I did finally fall in love with books, it was because of him. 
He had complete sets that he ordered from the Book of the Month 
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Club of the works of all the American literary giants— Fitzgerald 
and Hemingway and Faulkner and Steinbeck and so on. I’d pull 
down from the shelves his copy of Tender Is the Night or For Whom 
the Bell Tolls or dozens of others and devour them, and he’d urge me 
to read even more. We also spent our dinners discussing world 
events, and as young as ten years old, I’d grab the New York Times 
on our front lawn and read it at the kitchen table before anyone else 
woke up.

We lived in a split- level house in a small, mostly working- class 
town on Long Island called Oceanside. I was the older of two kids; 
my sister is three years younger. My mother was warm and loving, 
a stay- at- home mom until I went to high school, at which point 
she got a job in the local junior high school library. My dad was a 
Navy veteran who came back from the war and played the trumpet 
with some “lesser” big bands, but he figured he could never make 
much of a living as a musician, so never tried to do it full- time. He 
majored in marketing at the University of Pennsylvania’s Whar-
ton School, and his first job was working in marketing for a food 
manufacturing company, and that led him into advertising. He be-
came an account executive at an advertising agency on Madison 
 Avenue— he handled the Old Milwaukee and Brunswick bowling 
accounts— but eventually lost that job. He changed agencies several 
times, almost always lateral moves. By the time I was ten or eleven, 
he’d changed jobs so many times that I began to wonder why.

He was always deeply politically engaged and had a very strong 
liberal bias. He once lost a job because he was determined to go to 
the March on Washington and see Martin Luther King, Jr., speak. 
His boss wouldn’t give him the day off, but he went anyway. I don’t 
know if he quit and went to the speech or if he was fired for going 
after he’d been told he couldn’t, but it was just one of several such 
endings.

I was proud of his strong character and his politics. He had a 
fierce sense of what was right and fair, and he was always on the 
side of the underdog. But he also had trouble regulating his moods 

Iger_9780399592096_3p_all_r1.j.indd   4 7/25/19   10:37 AM



 STARTING AT THE BOT TOM 5

and would often say things that got him into trouble. I later learned 
that he’d been diagnosed with manic depression, and that he’d 
tried several therapies, including electroshock therapy, to treat his 
illness. As the older child, I bore the brunt of his emotional unpre-
dictability. I never felt threatened by his moods, but I was acutely 
aware of his dark side and felt sad for him. We never knew which 
Dad was coming home at night, and I can distinctly recall sitting 
in my room on the second floor of our house, knowing by the sound 
of the way he opened and shut the door and walked up the steps 
whether it was happy or sad Dad. 

He would sometimes check in on his way past my room to 
make sure I was “spending time productively,” as he put it. That 
meant reading or doing homework or being engaged in something 
that would “better” me in some way. He wanted my sister and me 
to have fun, but it also was very important to him that we use our 
time wisely and work in a focused way toward our goals. I’m cer-
tain that my vigilance (some might say obsessiveness) about time- 
management comes from him. 

I felt early on that it was my job to be the steady center of our 
family, which extended even to practical matters around the house. 
If something broke, my mother would ask me to fix it, and I learned 
as a young kid how to repair whatever needed repairing. That’s part 
of where my curiosity about technology comes from, too, I think. I 
liked using tools and taking things apart and understanding how 
they worked.

My parents were worriers. There was a sense with both of them 
that something bad would soon be coming down the pike. I don’t 
know how much of it is a fluke of genetics and how much is a 
learned reaction to their anxiety, but I’ve always been the opposite 
of that. With few exceptions in my life, I’ve never worried too much 
about the future, and I’ve never had too much fear about trying 
something and failing.

As I grew older, I became more aware of my father’s disappoint-
ment in himself. He’d led a life that was unsatisfying to him and 
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was a failure in his own eyes. It’s part of why he pushed us to work 
so hard and be productive, so that we might be successful in a way 
that he never was. His employment troubles meant that if I wanted 
to have any spending money, I needed to find my own jobs. I started 
working in eighth grade, shoveling snow and babysitting and work-
ing as a stock boy in a hardware store. At fifteen, I got a job as the 
summer janitor in my school district. It involved cleaning every 
heater in every classroom, then moving on to the bottom of every 
desk, making sure they were gum- free when the school year started. 
Cleaning gum from the bottoms of a thousand desks can build 
character, or at least a tolerance for monotony, or something . . . .

I attended Ithaca College and spent nearly every weekend night 
my freshman and sophomore year making pizza at the local Pizza 
Hut. I got mostly B’s and a few A’s in high school, but academics 
was never my passion. Something clicked for me when I went to 
college, though. I was determined to work hard and learn as much 
as I could learn, and I think that, too, was related to my father— 
 a function of never wanting to experience the same sense of failure 
that he felt about himself. I didn’t have a clear idea of what “suc-
cess” meant, no specific vision of being wealthy or powerful, but I 
was determined not to live a life of disappointment. Whatever 
shape my life took, I told myself, there wasn’t a chance in the world 
that I was going to toil in frustration and lack fulfillment.

I don’t carry much pain with me from those early years, other 
than the pain that my dad didn’t live a happier life, and that my 
mother suffered, too, as a result. I wish he could have felt prouder 
of himself. My sister and I were never deprived of love as kids. We 
always had a roof over our heads and food on the table, but there 
was little or no money for much else. Vacations were usually spent 
driving to mundane places in our car or going to the beach a few 
minutes away from our house. We had enough clothes to look pre-
sentable, but nothing extra, and when I tore a pair of pants in the 
fall, I was typically told to wear them with a patch until we had the 
money to replace them, which could be months. I never felt poor, 
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and no one viewed me as such. Things were a lot thinner than they 
looked, though, and as I grew older I became aware of that.

Late in life, after I’d become CEO of Disney, I took my father 
to lunch in New York. We talked about his mental health and his 
perspective on his life. I told him how much I appreciated every-
thing that he and my mom had done for us, the ethics they in-
stilled, and the love they gave us. I told him that was enough, more 
than enough, and wished that my gratitude might liberate him in 
some small way from disappointment. I do know that so many of 
the traits that served me well in my career started with him. I hope 
that he understood that, too.

I STARTED MY career at ABC on July 1, 1974, as a studio supervi-
sor for ABC Television. Before that, I’d spent a year as a weather-
man and feature news reporter at a tiny cable TV station in Ithaca, 
New York. That year of toiling in obscurity (and performing with 
mediocrity) convinced me to abandon the dream I’d had since I 
was fifteen years old: to be a network news anchorman. I’m only 
half- joking when I say that the experience of giving the people of 
Ithaca their daily weather report taught me a necessary skill, which 
is the ability to deliver bad news. For roughly six months of the 
year, the long bleak stretch from October through April, I was far 
from the most popular guy in town.

I came to ABC thanks to my uncle Bob’s bad eyesight. My 
mother’s brother, whom I adored, spent a few days in a Manhattan 
hospital after eye surgery, and his roommate was a lower- level ABC 
executive, who for whatever reasons wanted my uncle to believe he 
was a big network mogul. He would fake taking phone calls in his 
hospital bed, as if there were important network decisions that only 
he could make, and my uncle fell for it. Before he was discharged, 
my uncle mentioned to his roommate that his nephew was looking 
for a job in television production in New York. The guy gave him 
his number and said, “Tell your nephew to give me a call.”
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He was surprised and a little confused about who I was when I 
actually followed through. Based on what my uncle had described, 
I was expecting a powerful network executive whose influence was 
felt at the highest reaches of the company. He was far from that, 
but to his credit, he did manage to get me an interview in the small 
department he ran at the network, Production Services, and not 
long after that I was hired on as a studio supervisor.

The position paid $150 per week and was about as low as you 
could go on the ABC ladder. There were a half dozen of us who did 
all manner of menial labor, on game shows and soap operas and talk 
shows and news shows and made- for- TV specials— basically any-
thing produced at ABC’s sprawling Manhattan studios. I was as-
signed to a whole gamut of programming: All My Children and One 
Life to Live and Ryan’s Hope, The $10,000 Pyramid and The Money 
Maze and Showdown. The Dick Cavett Show. Geraldo Rivera’s Good 
Night America. The ABC Evening News with Harry Reasoner.

The job description was pretty simple: Show up whenever they 
needed me, for whatever task. Often that meant being at a studio 
at 4:30 a.m. for “lighting calls.” Soap opera sets were set up the 
night before a shoot, and my job was to let in the lighting director 
and stagehands long before the sun came up, so the lights would be 
in place when the director and actors arrived for their first run- 
throughs. I coordinated all the carpenters and prop masters and 
electricians, makeup artists and costume people and hairstylists, 
checking everybody in and making sure they had their marching 
orders for the day. I kept track of their hours and their grievances 
and their violations of union rules. I made sure catering was in 
place and the air- conditioning had cooled the studios enough to 
begin shooting under the hot lights. It was the opposite of glamor-
ous, but I learned the ins and outs of all of those shows. I spoke the 
lingo. I got to know all of the people who made a TV show work. 
Maybe most important, I learned to tolerate the demanding hours 
and the extreme workload of television production, and that work 
ethic has stayed with me ever since.
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To this day, I wake nearly every morning at four- fifteen, though 
now I do it for selfish reasons: to have time to think and read and 
exercise before the demands of the day take over. Those hours aren’t 
for everyone, but however you find the time, it’s vital to create space 
in each day to let your thoughts wander beyond your immediate job 
responsibilities, to turn things over in your mind in a less pres-
sured, more creative way than is possible once the daily triage kicks 
in. I’ve come to cherish that time alone each morning, and am 
certain I’d be less productive and less creative in my work if I didn’t 
also spend those first hours away from the emails and text mes-
sages and phone calls that require so much attention as the day 
goes on.

IT WAS A very different industry back then. In some ways it was 
better. The competition was simpler, the world less atomized. Cer-
tainly there was a mostly shared American narrative, organized 
around a general societal belief in basic facts. In many other ways, 
though, it was worse. For one, there was a shrugging tolerance of a 
level of disrespect that would be unacceptable today. It was without 
a doubt much more difficult on a day- to- day basis for women and 
members of underrepresented groups than it ever was for me. But 
even in my case, being low on the food chain meant exposure to the 
occasional, casual abuse that people would be fired for now.

One example that captures so much of that time: The Evening 
News was broadcast at 6:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time. The mo-
ment we wrapped, the anchorman Harry Reasoner and his stage 
manager, a man called Whitey, would walk off the set and park 
themselves at the bar of the Hotel des Artistes on West Sixty- 
seventh Street. (The Evening News was broadcast from a converted 
ballroom in the old hotel.) Every evening, Harry would down a 
double extra- dry Beefeater martini on the rocks with a twist.

One of my responsibilities was to wait while the producer re-
viewed the show, then pass on word to Harry and the studio crew 

Iger_9780399592096_3p_all_r1.j.indd   9 7/25/19   10:37 AM



10 ROBERT IGER

if any updates or fixes needed to be made before it aired in later 
time zones. One night Harry was ready to move on to martini 
number two, and he asked me to run back to the studio and find 
out from the producer where things stood. I ventured into the con-
trol room and said, “Harry sent me to find out how it looks.” The 
producer looked at me with complete disdain. Then he unzipped 
his pants, pulled out his penis, and replied, “I don’t know. You tell 
me how it looks.” Forty- five years later, I still get angry when I re-
call that scene. We’ve become much more aware of the need for 
fair, equal, non-abusive treatment in the workplace, but it has taken 
too long.

In the fall of 1974, I got assigned to work The Main Event, a 
Frank Sinatra concert at Madison Square Garden that ABC was 
televising live in prime time. I was the studio supervisor onsite, 
which meant that I had to be on hand to run errands for the enor-
mous Madison Square Garden stage crew. This was a plum assign-
ment, and it was a big deal for me, personally. My father played 
Sinatra records endlessly on the turntable in our house. To this day, 
I can remember perfectly the image of my dad standing in the liv-
ing room, blowing on his trumpet in accompaniment as Frank 
crooned.

To be in the same building as Sinatra, attending rehearsals and 
doing my small part to make sure the production went smoothly— 
 I couldn’t believe my good fortune. The high point came a few hours 
before the concert was scheduled to begin, when I was told by an 
associate producer to run out and get a bottle of mouthwash and 
deliver it as fast as I could to Mr. Sinatra’s dressing room. I ran a few 
blocks to a pharmacy uptown and bought the largest bottle of Lis-
terine I could find, thinking the whole time that Frank was having 
throat issues and the entire broadcast rested on my shoulders!

Nervous and out of breath, I knocked on the dressing room 
door, mouthwash in hand. The door swung open, and I was greeted 
by an imposing bodyguard, who wanted to know what the hell I 
was doing there. “I’m delivering Mr. Sinatra’s Listerine,” I said. 
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Before he could respond, I heard that familiar voice, from some-
where deep in the room: “Let him in.” Moments later I was stand-
ing in front of the Chairman of the Board.

“What’s your name, kid?”
“Bob.”
“Where’re you from?”
For some reason I said, “Brooklyn,” which is where I was born 

and lived until my family moved to Long Island when I was five 
years old. I think I must have wanted to seem more real to him in 
some way, and “Oceanside” didn’t quite have the same romance.

“Brooklyn!” Frank said, like it was the next best thing to Hobo-
ken, and then he handed me a crisp hundred- dollar bill. When the 
show ended, he gave every member of the crew a sleek gold ciga-
rette lighter, inscribed love, sinatra. I spent the hundred dollars 
almost immediately, but the lighter sits in a drawer in my desk to 
this day.

The Main Event was produced by Jerry Weintraub and Roone 
Arledge, then the brash forty- three- year- old head of ABC Sports. 
By 1974, Roone was already a legendary television executive. He’d 
stacked the crew with various producers who worked for him at 
Sports. The night before the concert, they rehearsed the entire 
show. Howard Cosell kicked it off, introducing Frank onto the 
stage like a prizefighter (the stage itself was made to look like a 
boxing ring in the center of the arena), and then Frank came on 
and performed for nearly two hours.

It was the first time I’d ever seen Roone in action. He watched 
it all, and when the rehearsal was over he decided that more or less 
everything needed to be scrapped and redone. The set needed to be 
redesigned, Howard’s intro needed to be reworked, the lighting 
needed to be radically changed. The entire way in which Frank 
interacted with the audience, Roone said, needed to be reconceived.

I did my small tasks and watched as it all came down and went 
back up, to no small amount of swearing and moaning from the 
crew. There was no denying that the show that aired less than 
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twenty- four hours later was of a different order than the one that 
had been rehearsed. I didn’t understand how he did it, but I’d later 
learn that this was classic Roone, absolutely unwilling to accept 
“good enough,” and completely comfortable pushing right up 
against an unmovable deadline (and exhausting a lot of people 
along the way) to make it great.

The thrill of working on The Main Event wore off as soon as I 
returned to my mundane world of soap operas and game shows. 
Before long I had my own drama to contend with, however. The 
head of the small department I worked for was a corrupt bully who 
was paying vendors and suppliers out of our department’s budget to 
do work (“government jobs,” he called them) for himself and other 
executives at ABC, then filling his own pockets with the kick-
backs. He was also buying furniture that he claimed was for soap 
opera sets, then using stagehands to move it all into an apartment 
in Midtown that he’d set up for a mistress. I’d been asked to go 
along with all of this, either by helping out or by looking the other 
way, and it irritated me to no end. I started asking some people in 
the department if there was anything I could do about it, and word 
got back to him.

One day he summoned me to his office. When I walked in, he 
immediately accused me of violating company rules. “What are you 
up to?” he said. “I hear you used our truck to move in to a new 
apartment.”

In fact, I’d briefly had access to a company pickup, and I’d joked 
to some colleagues that maybe I should use the truck to move in to 
an apartment I’d just rented. I never did it, and I told him so, but it 
dawned on me in that moment that someone must have told him I 
was a troublemaker.

“You’re spreading rumors about me,” he said. When I didn’t 
deny that I’d been talking about him, he stared me down for a 
while before telling me, “You know what, Iger? You’re no longer 
promotable.”

He gave me two weeks to find a job in another department or I 
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was done at the company. I was twenty- three and certain my career 
in television was already over. But I went to the ABC job- posting 
site— in those days it was a clipboard hanging on a wall— and 
there, in a list of about twenty- five other jobs I wasn’t qualified for, 
was the description of an opening at ABC Sports. I immediately 
called one of the guys I knew from the Sinatra concert and ex-
plained that I was in a tough spot. He told me to come down to 
1330 (ABC’s corporate headquarters, 1330 Avenue of the Ameri-
cas), and a month later I was hired as a studio operations supervisor 
at ABC Sports. If you squinted, this new position was slightly more 
illustrious than the job I’d just lost. But it was the break that made 
all the difference, part of which I like to think I owe to Frank Sina-
tra, and part to a guy who later got fired from the company for 
embezzlement.

DURING ITS HEYDAY in the ’70s and early ’80s, ABC Sports was 
one of the network’s most profitable divisions, largely because 
Monday Night Football and Wide World of Sports were so wildly pop-
ular. It also had a great lineup of college football and Major League 
Baseball and many of the major golf tournaments and boxing 
championships, and programs like The American Sportsman and The 
Superstars. Plus every four years, ABC was the “network of the 
Olympics,” having covered most of the Olympic Games from 1964 
to 1988.

The guys who worked in Sports were the “cool kids” at the com-
pany, a status reflected in pretty much everything about them, the 
way they dressed (tailored suits and Gucci loafers with no socks), 
what they ate and drank (expensive wine and scotch, often at lunch), 
and the Hollywood stars and famous athletes and politicians they 
fraternized with. They were always off to somewhere exotic, often 
flying the Concorde to our European office in Paris, and then going 
from there to cover events in places like Monte Carlo and Saint 
Moritz.
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Eventually I rose high enough in the ranks that I had a seat on 
the Concorde, too. The traveling I did, especially for ABC’s Wide 
World of Sports, changed my life. I hadn’t been out of the country 
before then, and suddenly I was flying all over the world. (As Jim 
McKay’s opening voiceover intoned week after week, we were 
“spanning the globe to bring you the constant variety of sports.”) 
On any given weekend, I might be at a surfing championship in 
Hawaii or a figure- skating event in Prague, a weight- lifting com-
petition in Budapest or the Frontier Days rodeo in Cheyenne. 
There was cliff diving in Acapulco and downhill skiing in Kitz-
buhel, gymnastics in China or Romania or the U.S.S.R. . . . 

ABC Sports showed me the world and made me more sophisti-
cated. I got exposed to things I’d never contemplated before. I re-
member exactly where and when I ate my first fine French meal in 
Paris, the first time I ever uttered the word Montrachet, and my first 
experience driving through Monaco in a luxury sports car. For a 
kid who’d grown up in a split- level house in Oceanside, New York, 
it all felt a little head- spinning. It was much more than the high 
life, though. I traveled regularly to the developing world and ar-
ranged for coverage of events in the Communist bloc, negotiating 
with intransigent governing bodies and navigating often corrupt 
and byzantine systems. I witnessed firsthand how people lived be-
hind the Iron Curtain, and got a sense of the daily challenges of 
their lives. (I can still remember looking out over darkened Bucha-
rest during the nightly brownouts when the government shut down 
the electrical grid in winter.) I also saw the ways in which their 
dreams were no different from the dreams of the average person in 
America. If politicians had an urge to divide the world or generate 
an us-versus-them, good-versus-bad mentality, I was exposed to a 
reality much more nuanced than that.

As for all the glamour, there is (and eventually there was) a con-
vincing argument to be made that living that high off the hog was 
irresponsible. However, at that time ABC Sports existed in its own 
orbit, often immune from the laws that governed the rest of ABC. 
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Roone Arledge was at the center of that orbit. Roone had been 
tapped to run ABC Sports in the early 1960s, and by the time I 
arrived he was already television royalty. More than anyone in the 
history of broadcasting, he changed the way we experience tele-
vised sports.

He knew, first and foremost, that we were telling stories and not 
just broadcasting events, and to tell great stories, you need great 
talent. He was the most competitive person I’ve ever worked for, 
and a relentless innovator, but he also knew that he was only as 
good as the people he surrounded himself with. Jim McKay, How-
ard Cosell, Keith Jackson. Frank Gifford, Don Meredith, Chris 
Schenkel, Bob Beattie in skiing, Jackie Stewart in auto racing. 
They all had magnetic broadcast personalities, and Roone turned 
them into household names.

“The human drama of athletic competition”— to cite another 
line from that Wide World of Sports opening— that’s  really how 
Roone saw the events that we covered. Athletes were characters in 
unfolding narratives. Where did they come from? What did they 
have to overcome to get here? How was this competition analogous 
to geopolitical dramas? How was it a window into different cul-
tures? He reveled in the idea that we were bringing not just sports 
but the world into the living rooms of millions of Americans.

He was also the first person I ever worked for who embraced 
technological advancements to revolutionize what we did and how 
we did it. Reverse- angle cameras, slow- motion replays, airing 
events live via satellite— that’s all Roone. He wanted to try every 
new gadget and break every stale format. He was looking, always, 
for new ways to connect to viewers and grab their attention. Roone 
taught me the dictum that has guided me in every job I’ve held 
since: Innovate or die, and there’s no innovation if you operate out 
of fear of the new or untested.

He was also a relentless perfectionist. In my early years in 
Sports, I spent most of my weekends in a basement control room 
on Sixty- sixth Street. My job entailed taking in feeds from all over 
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the world and delivering them to producers and editors, who would 
cut them and lay in voiceovers before they went to air. Roone would 
often show up in the control room, or if he didn’t appear in person, 
he’d call in from wherever he was. (There was a red “Roone phone” 
in each of our control rooms, as well as in the mobile units at every 
event we covered.) If he was at home watching a broadcast— he was 
always watching from somewhere— and saw something he didn’t 
like, he’d call in and tell us. This camera angle is wrong. That story 
line needs more emphasis. We’re not telling people what’s com-
ing up!

No detail was too small for Roone. Perfection was the result of 
getting all the little things right. On countless occasions, just as I’d 
witnessed at the Sinatra concert, he would rip up an entire program 
before it aired and demand the team rework the whole thing, even 
if it meant working till dawn in an editing room. He wasn’t a yeller, 
but he was tough and exacting and he communicated in very clear 
terms what was wrong and that he expected it to get fixed, and he 
didn’t much care what sacrifice it required to fix it. The show was 
the thing. It was everything to him. The show was more important 
to Roone than to the people who made it, and you had to make 
peace with that if you worked for him. His commitment to making 
things great was galvanizing. It was often exhausting, often frus-
trating (largely because he would wait until very late in the produc-
tion process to give notes or demand changes), but it was inspiring, 
too, and the inspiration far outweighed the frustration. You knew 
how much he cared about making things great, and you simply 
wanted to live up to his expectations.

His mantra was simple: “Do what you need to do to make it 
better.” Of all the things I learned from Roone, this is what shaped 
me the most. When I talk about this particular quality of leader-
ship, I refer to it as “the relentless pursuit of perfection.” In practice 
that means a lot of things, and it’s hard to define. It’s a mindset, 
 really, more than a specific set of rules. It’s not, at least as I have 
internalized it, about perfectionism at all costs (something Roone 

Iger_9780399592096_3p_all_r1.j.indd   16 7/25/19   10:37 AM



 STARTING AT THE BOT TOM 17

wasn’t especially concerned about). Instead, it’s about creating an 
environment in which you refuse to accept mediocrity. You instinc-
tively push back against the urge to say There’s not enough time, or I 
don’t have the energy, or This requires a difficult conversation I don’t 
want to have, or any of the many other ways we can convince our-
selves that “good enough” is good enough.

Decades after I stopped working for Roone, I watched a docu-
mentary, Jiro Dreams of Sushi, about a master sushi chef from Tokyo 
named Jiro Ono, whose restaurant has three Michelin stars and is 
one of the most sought- after reservations in the world. In the film, 
he’s in his late eighties and still trying to perfect his art. He is  
described by some as being the living embodiment of the Japanese 
word shokunin, which is “the endless pursuit of perfection for some 
greater good.” I fell in love with Jiro when I watched it and became 
fascinated by the concept of shokunin. In 2013, I traveled to Tokyo 
for work and went to the restaurant with some colleagues. We met 
Jiro, who made us our dinner, and I watched in awe as he deftly laid 
out nineteen gorgeous pieces of sushi, one after the other, over the 
course of thirty- five minutes. (The speed of the meal was due to his 
commitment to serve the sushi on rice that was at body temperature. 
If the meal took too long, the rice would drop a couple of degrees 
below 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit, which to Jiro was unacceptable.)

I loved the documentary so much that I showed excerpts of it to 
250 executives at a Disney retreat. I wanted them to understand 
better, through the example of Jiro, what I meant when I talked 
about “the relentless pursuit of perfection.” This is what it looks like 
to take immense personal pride in the work you create, and to have 
both the instinct  toward perfection and the work ethic to follow 
through on that instinct.

ONE OF MY favorite interactions with Roone came at the begin-
ning of my tenure at ABC Sports. Even though we worked on the 
same floor and Sports was a relatively small division, Roone never 
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came across as accessible to me in those days. Other than perfunc-
tory hellos, he barely acknowledged me. One day I found myself 
standing next to him at a urinal. To my surprise, Roone began to 
talk with me. “How’s it going?”

After a moment of stunned silence, I said, “Well, some days I 
feel like it’s tough just keeping my head above water.”

Roone looked straight ahead. Without missing a beat, he said, 
“Get a longer snorkel.” Then he finished his business and walked 
out.

He wasn’t much for excuses. Only later, when I worked more 
closely with him, would I discover what people meant when they 
said that he refused to accept no for an answer. If he asked you to 
do something, you were expected to exhaust every possible method 
to accomplish it. If you came back and said you tried and it couldn’t 
be done, he’d just tell you, “Find another way.”

In 1979, the World Table Tennis Championships were being 
held in Pyongyang, North Korea. Roone called me into his office 
one day and said, “This is going to be interesting. Let’s cover it on 
Wide World of Sports.” I thought he was joking. He surely knew it 
would be impossible to secure the rights to an event in North 
Korea.

He wasn’t joking.
I then embarked on a worldwide pursuit to secure the rights. 

The first stop was Cardiff, Wales, to meet with the head of the 
World Table Tennis Federation, and then from there, since I wasn’t 
allowed to travel to North Korea, to Beijing to meet with the North 
Korean contingent. After a few months of intense negotiations, we 
were on the eve of closing the deal when I received a call from 
someone on the Asian desk in the U.S. State Department. “Every-
thing you’re doing with them is illegal,” he said. “You’re in violation 
of strict U.S. sanctions against doing any business with North 
Korea.”

That certainly seemed like the end of the road, but I also had 
Roone in my mind, telling me to find another way. It turned out 
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that the State Department wasn’t opposed to our entering North 
Korea; they actually liked the idea of our going in with cameras 
and capturing what images we could there. They just wouldn’t 
allow us to pay the North Koreans for the rights or enter into any 
contract with them. When I explained this to the North Korean 
contingent, they were livid, and it appeared that the whole thing 
would collapse. I eventually arrived at a workaround that involved 
securing the rights not through the host country but through the 
World Table Tennis Federation. The North Korean government, 
though we were no longer paying them, still agreed to let us in, and 
we became the first U.S. media team to enter North Korea in de-
cades— a historic moment in sports broadcasting. Roone never 
knew the lengths I’d gone to to get it done, but I know I wouldn’t 
have done it had I not been driven in part by his expectations and 
my desire to please him.

It’s a delicate thing, finding the balance between demanding 
that your people perform and not instilling a fear of failure in them. 
Most of us who worked for Roone wanted to live up to his stan-
dards, but we also knew that he had no patience for excuses and 
that he could easily turn on anyone, in his singularly cutting, some-
what cruel, way, if he felt we weren’t performing to his satisfaction.

Every Monday morning, the top executives in Sports would 
gather around a conference table to review the past weekend’s cov-
erage and plan for what was coming up. The rest of us sat in a ring 
of chairs around the outer edge of the room, true backbenchers, 
waiting for critiques of the work we’d just completed and orders for 
the week ahead.

One morning— this was early in my time at Wide World of 
Sports, right around the time of the snorkel exchange— Roone 
walked in and began excoriating the entire team for missing a 
world record for the mile set by the great British middle- distance 
runner, Sebastian Coe, at a track- and- field event in Oslo, Norway. 
We were normally on top of such things, but there were unex-
pected complications in this case, and I hadn’t been able to pro-
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cure the rights to the race in time to air it. I suspected it was going 
to be a problem come Monday, but I held on to an unrealistic hope 
that it might slip by without mention.

No such luck. Roone looked around the table at his senior team, 
wanting to know who was at fault. From the outer edges of the 
room, I raised my hand and said that it was my mistake. The room 
went silent; two dozen heads turned  toward me. Nobody said any-
thing, and we moved on, but after the meeting, various people 
came up to me and murmured, “I can’t believe you did that.”

“Did what?”
“Admitted it was your fault.”
“What do you mean?”
“No one ever does that.”
Roone never said anything to me about it, but he treated me 

differently, with higher regard, it seemed, from that moment on. In 
my early days, I thought there was only one lesson in this story, the 
obvious one about the importance of taking responsibility when 
you screw up. That’s true, and it’s significant. In your work, in your 
life, you’ll be more respected and trusted by the people around you 
if you honestly own up to your mistakes. It’s impossible not to make 
them; but it is possible to acknowledge them, learn from them, and 
set an example that it’s okay to get things wrong sometimes. What’s 
not okay is to undermine others by lying about something or cover-
ing your own ass first.

There’s a related lesson, though, that I only came to fully ap-
preciate years later, when I was in a position of real leadership. It’s 
so simple that you might think it doesn’t warrant mentioning, but 
it’s surprisingly rare: Be decent to people. Treat everyone with fair-
ness and empathy. This doesn’t mean that you lower your expecta-
tions or convey the message that mistakes don’t matter. It means 
that you create an environment where people know you’ll hear 
them out, that you’re emotionally consistent and fair- minded, and 
that they’ll be given second chances for honest mistakes. (If they 
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don’t own up to their mistakes, or if they blame someone else, or if 
the mistake is the result of some unethical behavior, that’s a differ-
ent story, and something that shouldn’t be tolerated.)

There were people at ABC Sports who lived in fear of Roone 
turning on them, and as a result, they avoided taking risks or stick-
ing their necks out too far. I never felt that way, but I could see it in 
others, and I understood where it came from. He was a capricious 
boss, and over time capriciousness takes a huge toll on a staff’s mo-
rale. One day he would make you feel like you were the most im-
portant person in the division; the next he would deliver withering 
criticism or would put a knife in your back for reasons that were 
never quite clear. He had a way of playing people off each other, 
and I could never tell if it was a purposeful strategy or a function of 
his personality. For all of his immense talent and success, Roone 
was insecure at heart, and the way he defended against his own 
insecurity was to foster it in the people around him. Oftentimes it 
worked, in its way, and made you work that much harder to please 
him, but there were times when he drove me so crazy I was sure I 
was going to quit. I wasn’t alone in thinking this.

I didn’t quit, though. I was able to make peace with the way 
Roone exercised his authority, to be motivated by the good and not 
be too personally wounded by the bad. I was naturally resilient, I 
think, and working for Roone made me more so. And I prided 
myself on working hard, especially in a place where so many of the 
people around me were better educated and from more sophisti-
cated backgrounds. It was important to me to know that when it 
came down to it, I could outwork anyone else, and so I was focused 
much more on that than I was on the vicissitudes of Roone’s moods.

It was only later, looking back, that I realized that so much of 
what we accomplished didn’t have to come at such a cost. I was 
motivated by Roone’s drive for perfection and have carried it with 
me ever since. But I learned something else along the way, too: 
Excellence and fairness don’t have to be mutually exclusive. I 
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wouldn’t have articulated it that way at the time. Mostly I was just 
focused on doing my job well and certainly wasn’t thinking about 
what I’d do differently if I were in Roone’s shoes. But years later, 
when I was given the chance to lead, I was instinctively aware of 
both the need to strive for perfection and the pitfalls of caring only 
about the product and never the people.
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