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To my mom, Margie, who let me buy that plush mariachi tomato from Kitchen Kabaret, and my dad, John, who got up extra early to go watch the Magic Kingdom Welcome Show at the train station every single vacation day.

And to my husband and son for giving me such an adventurous and exciting life, and for having atrocious amounts of confidence in me.
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You know how Monica in Friends had that secret, locked closet full of disorganized yet still important junk? The one she wouldn’t let anyone look inside and that she kept hidden until season 8? Well, I have that closet, too. The one that nobody sees. And it’s full of Disney stuff.

My closet has a Porg puppet from the opening day of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge in Disneyland; a medal from the first-ever Expedition Everest 5K race in Walt Disney World in 2009; Mickey Mouse−shaped food Post-it notes from Tokyo DisneySea; limited edition Haunted Mansion tiki mugs from the exclusive, members-only Club 33 restaurant in Disneyland; “I Was There” souvenirs from EPCOT’s 35th Anniversary; a crystal cut-glass model of the Disney Dream cruise ship; pristine, unused Disneyland popcorn boxes from 1965; an unopened deck of Sabacc cards purchased from the now-closed Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser; and two very large, stuffed Bing Bongs—that actually smell like candy—from the opening day of Pixar Pier in Disney California Adventure. And that’s just a sampling.

Despite my ability to pass as a normal everyday human with the rest of the inhabitants of my current small town, this is my truth. I’m a Disney Adult. I have a slightly obsessive proclivity toward experiences and entertainment created by one of the world’s largest media conglomerates. I’ve been one of those grown-ups racking up credit card debt to escape the grind of my daily life with trips to Disney World. I’ve gotten weirdly competitive about Disney trivia. I’ve spent actual dollars (to be fair, yen, since I bought it in Japan) on a Mickey-shaped snowman plush toy called a SNO-SNO… for whom I’ve purchased at least three outfits. And I have several popcorn buckets—yes, plastic buckets shaped like Disney characters in which popcorn is served in the theme parks—that were so exclusive they demanded up to six-hour queue lines to procure. I spend an inordinate amount of money, time, and brain cycles on this hobby, and I’m not alone. There are millions of us. And for many, it’s a hidden obsession.

But despite what you see online, it’s not only about the Mickey ears, marriage proposals, and movie premieres. For most of us, there’s more. For me, and for lots of other Disney Adults, this whole thing started with family. I’ve interviewed, worked with, employed, and befriended hundreds of Disney Adults, and most of our stories go back to one or two precious memories of sharing a Disney product with someone we love—animated movies and theme parks mostly. Mine was connecting with my dad over our shared love for EPCOT Center and its soundtrack full of total bops in the eighties. I continued to chase that pure, positive feeling until I found myself fully enmeshed in a lifelong hobby.

There have been times in my life when I’ve relied heavily on the “magic” of Disney to get through painful and scary experiences. In my mid-twenties, my best friend and roommate was diagnosed with cancer. We were young and in debt, living in a studio apartment in New York City, unsure of how to handle this utterly unexpected thing that we weren’t supposed to have to think about when we were this young. We happened to already have a cheap, budget-conscious trip to Disney World on the calendar, and it fell the week after the biopsy that confirmed her cancer. After getting approval from her new oncologist, we got on a plane, landed in Orlando, and burrowed into Disney World to decompress, rest, find some joy, and do the hard thinking about how she should proceed with surgery and chemo. Before we had to face this new battle, we retreated to a place that was safe, comfortable, and full of stories reminding us that even the darkest days can be replaced with happy endings. It was what we needed to find optimism and perspective for the road ahead. Ironic, since some would say that perspective is what’s missing from the life of a Disney Adult.

By the early 2000s, I had found my tribe online and realized how much my unique combo of skills—(1) eating and (2) being obsessive about getting my money’s worth in Disney World—could, maybe, become more than a hobby. So, I ended up creating an entire career based on it. Since 2009, I’ve run Cambrick Yard, LLC, a multimedia company that includes the popular independent brands Disney Food Blog and All Ears, covering just about anything and everything Disney related through written articles, guidebooks, podcasts, social media, products, and video. DFB has millions of subscribers and followers on its social media platforms. The brand and I have been featured in very fancy newspapers and magazines, and I even got to write this book. I get up in the morning with a goal to make sure nobody wastes the thousands of dollars they’re going to commit to spending at The Most Magical Place on Earth. I know this world because I’ve been part of it my whole adult life, as a guest, a consumer, a writer, and a creator.

But I also understand that the true story is much more nuanced than just a single perspective. Disney Adults are a unique, growing, multifaceted community. Every story is completely different. You’ll find the poignant, the wholesome, the generous, the trashy, the entitled, and the obsessive. I’ve met ’em all. And it’s a roller coaster.

For a moment, think about your passions… your hobbies. What brings you joy? What is the thing you wish you were doing instead of going to work on Monday morning? For millions of adults, that thing is the World of Disney. These are grown-ups who derive singular, almost obsessive, joy from all things Disney. They devote countless hours and millions of dollars to Disney offerings, whether or not they have children. They’re avid fans of the animated or live-action films, devotees of the Disney theme parks, collectors of the vast world of Disney merchandise, cosplayers who dress in clothing inspired by Disney characters. Their ranks are so large and their cultural impact so distinct that they have their own moniker—Disney Adults—and are an economic force unto themselves. They’re often maligned in mainstream culture and put on a particularly high pedestal of cringe. But in truth, their obsessive fandom hints at a universal desire for pleasure and joy, for magic and escape. There are darker sides to the Disney mania, but the ranks of the Disney Adult community are broad, deep, and ever growing. Disney Adults are a telling microcosm of modern America, highlighting the value we place on happiness, consumerism, and escapism, and what we deem to be “acceptable” sources of joy. To dismiss them is to ignore something fundamental, sometimes even wholesome, about human behavior. To consider them more closely is to glimpse what it really means to be an adult in the twenty-first century.

This book dives deep into this misunderstood world, revealing the lives and experiences of a fascinating subculture to better understand its devotees’ unwavering passion for all things Disney, why it offends, and why it matters. From daily routines to career decisions, from financial choices to societal values, the impact of Disney is undeniable. But what is it about that company that transcends nostalgia and captivates us on such a profound level? As we navigate the fine line between healthy fandom and obsessive behavior, we challenge stereotypes and shed light on the devotion and dedication that’s created the “Disney Adult.”

Billions of dollars surround this subculture, built around monetizing emotions like joy and fulfillment—promising fans their next high if they can only scrape together enough money to buy the park ticket. And few other hobbies seem to spark the same level of vitriol or devotion as Disney does. Let’s take a deep, balanced dive into the profound impact Disney has on the lives of millions—for better and for worse—and push through those castle doors to explore the real world of the Disney Adult.
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[image: ] CHAPTER ONE “THE MOST HATED GROUP ON THE INTERNET”

Disney Adults are the most terrifying people on the planet and they need to be stopped.”

That was the title of an online article published in July 2020 by The Tab, a Buzzfeed-esque news website aimed at university students. “Seriously, these overgrown children should be in divorce proceedings with their self esteem…. There is a special place in Maleficent’s darkest, dankest cell for the subsection of society that is Disney adults.”

What pops into your head when you hear the phrase “Disney Adult”?

Maybe you recall the viral TikTok that showed a grown woman sobbing when she first saw Cinderella Castle in Disney World. Or maybe you’re thinking of the Reddit thread where a couple wasn’t quite sure if it was cool that they didn’t feed their wedding guests, instead using the catering money to pay $5,000 for life-size versions of Mickey and Minnie Mouse to attend their Disney Wedding. Or maybe you’re remembering the tale of the “childless millennial” who bought the last Mickey-shaped pretzel in Magic Kingdom right in front of an upset mother, provoking an explicit diatribe claiming that people without kids shouldn’t be allowed in theme parks.

Hi. I’m AJ. And I’m a Disney Adult.

But before we even get into my own Disney journey, what even is a Disney Adult? Well, we’ve been trying to figure that out for a while. In 2008, a Disney message board posting noted, “I think we need a title to be used to describe all of the loyal Disney fans, freaks and nuts out there!” With twenty responses, including DisNerds, Disneyaholics, and “Walt Weirdos,” not one mentioned Disney Adults. My friend Hannah Sampson, a journalist who often writes about Disney for The Wall Street Journal, considers the first time she heard the term “Disney Adult.”

“The two words really sum it up. You don’t need anything more because you have this idea of it being a park for kids, and then the word ‘adult,’ ” she says. “It’s like ‘jumbo shrimp’ to some people: words that don’t go together.”

It’s one of those vague, polarizing terms that could be an attack or a term of endearment depending on who’s using it. In fact, because you’re reading this book, I’m guessing you’re (1) a proud Disney Adult, (2) scared you might be a Disney Adult, or (3) thoroughly freaked out by Disney Adults. So, c’mon. Let’s get into it.
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One of my favorite fellow Disney Adults is LA Times journalist Todd Martens, so on my quest to define this enigmatic phrase, I had to ask him about his own experience.

“It’s hard for me to say the very first time I heard it. I can more distinctly remember when I started to hear it used in derogatory ways. And maybe that’s when my ears sort of perked up about it.” Todd has written plenty of articles analyzing and exploring the concept of adults who enjoy theme parks, and has done lots of soul-searching on his own Disney Adulthood. When I contacted him for an interview, it was specifically to discuss his 2017 article subtitled “A Disney Addict’s Quest to Discover Why He Loves the Parks So Much.”1

“In the story that you referenced,” he told me, “I was responding to… Peter Pan syndrome more than Disney Adult.” Peter Pan syndrome is a pop psychology term for someone whose emotional immaturity impacts their ability to function in an adult world. “When I’d go on dates, women I would go out with would question me, like, oh, you suffer from Peter Pan syndrome? In 2022, my long-term girlfriend at the time actually accused me of being a Disney Adult. She didn’t think I was writing hard-hitting stories enough, and I remember that was one of the most hurtful things she could have said to me. I think that was when I started to wonder, what is this phrase: Disney Adult?”

One of the earliest online appearances of “Disney Adult” on Urban Dictionary is from 2020: “Adults that are ironically obsessed with Disney. Like grow up.” Amanda Brennan of XX Artists dates the term back to mid-2010s Tumblr. Wikipedia defines “Disney Adult” loosely as “an adult who is a devout fan of The Walt Disney Company.” (Based on that definition, the community dates back even farther than you think.) Some folks think Disney Adults have to be childless; for others, they can have children but they’re more into Disney than their kids are. Some definitions have transcended the “Disney” part of “Disney Adult,” claiming that a Disney Adult is “an eccentric or theatrical person who is often overly positive and lacks the self-awareness to know when people find them disruptive, or annoyingly cloying.” (That one’s got a lot to unpack.) But one thing everyone seems to agree on is that Disney Adults are obsessed.

One of the most hilariously accurate widespread depictions of the “Disney Adult” stereotype showed up in 2017, with a CollegeHumor sketch2 that hit maybe a little too close to home for a lot of Disney fans. In the sketch, an established couple goes on a date and starts discussing where they should go on vacation. In a revelatory move, the boyfriend pulls up his sleeve to show off a tattoo of Happy from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. He waxes poetic about Splash Mountain and various Disney theme park memories, and he admits to being one of those kids whose family went to Disney World for every vacation. At the end of his monologue, even though his girlfriend agrees to go to Disney World, she refers to it as Disneyland by mistake. He just can’t accept the error, correcting her with a snarky “Disneyland doesn’t even have Spaceship Earth.” Terrifyingly, I both recognize the utter cringe of this situation, but am also kind of as peeved as her boyfriend at her Disneyland mistake. And this is the plight of the Disney Adult. At least the kind who is trying to keep a foot in both camps—i.e., obsessive fandom and functional reality.

To get to the bottom of the evolving stereotype and to define it for you and me, I set up camp with Dr. Robyn Muir, lecturer in Media and Communication in the Department of Sociology at the University of Surrey, and founder and director of the Disney, Culture and Society Research Network, an international and interdisciplinary space for Disney Studies scholars. (Can I just note how rad it is that something like that exists?) During our back-and-forth, we tried to define who qualifies as a Disney Adult: Do you have to be childless; do you have to be a millennial; do you have to exclusively like Disney, or can you be a fan of its subsidiaries like Star Wars or Marvel; do you have to be obsessive? Dr. Muir landed on an insight that helped things click into place for me. She said, “Disney Adults knowingly and willingly engage with Disney and its platforms.” Those words—knowingly and willingly—were the key for me. Disney Adults are intentional about interfacing with Disney products and experiences. They have a propensity for it, and they integrate their choices in the Disney direction. For Disney Adults, Disney isn’t a passing thing; it’s a cornerstone of their lives.

Of course, because of social media, there are plenty of images and stereotypes that come to mind when we think of Disney Adults, and it’s easy to want to define the group by demographic information like age, gender, or socioeconomic positioning. However, those definitions feel futile here at the beginning. The internet often deems Disney Adults to be childless millennials, but in fact the community is broader. So much so that it’s nearly impossible to nail down a demographic definition. The group is ever evolving, and there are plenty of Disney Adults you would never recognize as such upon first glance. There are plenty of people who may not fit the online stereotype but who are inspired by Disney and believe in “happily ever after.” While you may not initially perceive these folks as Disney Adults because they’re not publicly taking annual trips to Magic Kingdom, espousing fan theories on TikTok, or housing a robust collection of Disneyana, their intentional engagement with Disney does in fact earn them a spot among the ranks of the ever-growing fandom.

So what do Disney Adults themselves say about their “condition”? Can they define it? When journalist Amelia Tait was working on a recent article for The New Statesman about Disney Adults, ominously titled “The ‘Disney Adult’ Industrial Complex,” she reached out to me for comment and asked if I would share her survey questions with some of our social media audience. To the question “What does being a Disney Adult mean to you?” she received over one thousand different responses. Some were innocuous and straightforward, like “An adult with an overwhelming enthusiasm for Disney.” Some were defensive: “It means I grew up. My actions and dislikes used to be based on what my peers thought I should like. I started to grow up mentally and I’m more comfortable just being me, the Disney loving adult that I am. It’s okay to like things that others don’t.” Some were introspective: “It gives me a way to escape from the struggle of adulthood.” And some were a little more philosophical: “Finding a space where I can feel at home and in a different world all at the same time.” But let me foreshadow this book a little bit for you: even though we’re doing our best to define this community, we’re not going to put it in a box. In fact, what you and I are going to do here is the exact opposite.

While Disney Adults were an emerging online subculture throughout the 2010s, things ramped up for the tribe in 2020. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the world moved online, people were unemployed, and patience was running thin. Cabin fever, stress, and fear were manifesting in anger, and the internet seemed to get even meaner than it had been before. Online ridicule and attacks became a convenient outlet—sometimes the only outlet since we were all housebound and quarantined—and Disney Adults became a particularly targeted subculture. (So much so that we should apparently all be in “Maleficent’s darkest, dankest cell.”)

The disdain for Disney Adults can usually be boiled down to three core issues: First, they like something they shouldn’t like. Disney is for kids. Everyone knows that. Fully grown adults shouldn’t be obsessed with kids’ movies and toys, and they shouldn’t be spending thousands of dollars on trips to theme parks. Dewayne Bevil, a theme parks journalist for the Orlando Sentinel, has been studying and living among this subculture in Orlando, Florida—the home of Disney World—for years. “If you’re not a Disney Adult, [Disney World] does not feel like a grown-up activity,” he says. “Magic Kingdom? That’s for kids. That’s for children. The first time I went to Magic Kingdom I was twelve, and I was too old.”

Second, Disney Adults are seen as stereotypically immature, overly emotional, socially stunted, and selfish. These folks choose to spend money and time on frivolous things and experiences when they should “grow up” and create a life of home ownership, full-time employment, and family planning. (Think back to the trope of the gamer sitting in his mom’s basement playing The Legend of Zelda instead of getting a job. Same vibe.)

Bevil recalls meeting someone in a bar when he first moved to Orlando: “I asked them what they did for fun, and they said, ‘I have an Annual Pass to Disney World,’ and I was like, ‘Why?’ ”

Disney Adults are perceived to be in a permanent state of tween-dom, obsessing over the brands, trends, and media that defined their formative years. They might have a Beatles-esque reaction to the latest Chip ’n Dale: Rescue Rangers movie sequel news. They stay up into the wee hours of the morning debating, with disturbing sincerity, the tragic nonstarter of a Lizzie McGuire reboot. It’s the Disney Adults that watch all the live-action remakes of Disney movies from the nineties instead of exposing themselves to emerging trends and experiences that would be more fitting for their current age range. In some instances, Disney Adults are characterized as socially inept—unable to “read the room” and see that others are tired of hearing endlessly about their obsession. And some of the viral Disney Adult tropes center around making choices that show a lack of concern for others (like that couple allegedly not feeding their wedding guests). Totally hateable.

Finally, they’re seen as unrealistic and impractical due to a brainwashing of fantasy and magic. They can sometimes be naive on purpose, with a “head in the sand” philosophy. Bevil refers to this state as “arrested development.” If they can stay focused on Disney, where real life is suspended, they can indefinitely procrastinate finding solutions to—or even fully recognizing—their adult problems. “It’s wholesome, family entertainment. You are pretty ‘safe’ there,” says Bevil. “You may have a heat stroke, but you’re pretty safe. It’s familiar. You know what you’re getting.”

Listen, we all do this to an extent, right? “I’ll deal with that after vacation.” “Diet starts on Monday.” But Disney Adults have been criticized for justifying it continuously—to the point of pure escapism—making the world of Disney their own “real world.”

This is not dissimilar to my experience in 2004: I was living in New York City working as a nonprofit fundraiser. Now, I like comfort, and New York is anything but comfortable. So, I spent hours each week fantasizing and obsessing over Disney World—a place that was, to me, safe and clean and predictable. It took me back to spring break vacations with my family, fun times, and good memories. And since fun times and good memories were a little hard to come by in my current situation at the time, I loaded up my credit cards with trips to Disney World. And between trips, I pored over Disney World guidebooks and Disney World websites. I became an expert, which made me more comfortable there than in New York (where I was, decidedly, not an expert).

But the childlike nostalgia was only half of the equation. It was just the gateway to obsession.

The truth is, Disney was, and is, very simply joyful. Everything was clean and pristine; everyone was kind and hospitable. When I sat on a bench or waited in a queue for my favorite ride, I didn’t have to work to find happiness in the same way that I had to work to find it in my real life. Sure, a part of the joy was probably due to the fact that I was on vacation—of course I was going to have a positive experience because I didn’t have to deal with emails or errands. But another important part of the escape was Disney’s very intentional effort to create a “false world.” They worked to pull the wool over my eyes, and I willingly let them. Few other vacation destinations will so happily and effortlessly deceive you into thinking reality simply doesn’t exist.

It was almost like a drug: it was very expensive, but I couldn’t wait to take another hit.

This addictive quality was what, over time, ultimately drove me to become an Adult Who Loves Disney. At the time, I probably wouldn’t have called myself a Disney Adult. (Although, to be fair, we were years out from coining the term.) But it’s not like I wore a T-shirt with a big, emblazoned “D” underneath my work blazer. I just knowingly liked Disney. My enjoyment was harmless, innocent even. And the simple joy I derived from reading Disney World Trip Reports from other fans while commuting to and from work on the Staten Island Ferry made me feel happier and safer than anything else in the world.

While the origins of Disney Adulthood may seem cut-and-dried, make no mistake: we’re just at the beginning here—for both my story and the story of thousands of others. In a digital world of bullet points and headlines, the tale of the community has been simplified down to pithy articles, trite headlines, and derogatory Reddit threads despite the purity and innocence that launched most Disney Adults’ obsessions.

Ask a Disney fan if they’re a Disney Adult, and most of the time you’ll get a whole lot of hemming and hawing. “Well, Disney Adults are different from Adults Who Love Disney,” folks might say. People know the term is fraught with stereotypes, and most of us don’t think we fit all of them. Some Disney Adults shy away from owning the label, believing their fandom is more sophisticated, layered, and unique than what the stereotype portrays. And it is. That’s why you and I are here now. Disney Adults can be selfish and immature, but they can also be balanced, well-rounded people who are incredibly generous of spirit and focused on a world where kindness can and should win. (Another way to describe those two sides of the coin would be, shockingly, humanity. But I digress.) What we know for sure is that the subculture is a lot more complex than critics would lead us to believe.
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Disney has a long history of devoted fans, and the cultural impact of the brand for the last hundred years is obvious, but there are some seriously brilliant stories about how exactly that happened. Walt Disney launched his empire in 1923 by way of Laugh-O-Gram Studio, which he founded with animator Ub Iwerks in Kansas City, Missouri, and The Disney Brothers Studio, which he founded with his brother Roy in Los Angeles, California. After a rocky start, the success of Laugh-O-Gram Studio’s original Alice Comedies provided the funds needed to build a brick-and-mortar studio—the Walt Disney Studio. But it was the response to a little cartoon rodent that was the first indication that Disney would become a phenomenon.

Mickey Mouse (originally named Mortimer Mouse, until Walt’s wife Lillian convinced him that Mickey was a better sobriquet) was born into the roaring twenties via a trio of animated shorts, including the now historic Steamboat Willie—the first animated cartoon to use synchronized sound. Mickey was a smash hit, inspiring Mickey Mouse Clubs attended by thousands of children at movie houses, and a comic strip in the New York Daily Mirror that was syndicated to sixty other newspapers.


MERCHANDISE

While the shorts were successful, it was merchandising that helped the Walt Disney Studio eventually solidify into a profitable company. Walt sold a $300 license for Mickey Mouse to be printed on merchandise in 1929,3 and created the first Mickey Mouse plush with German super-producer Steiff in 1931. By 1935, Disney had made over $35 million in licensing and merchandise sales.4 This is important to our story because it’s the first sign we have of grown adults showcasing their love for Disney by letting their money do the talking. For example: the Mickey Mouse watch.

In 1933, Walt recruited marketing guru Herman “Kay” Kamen from a Kansas City advertising firm to head up Disney’s licensing and merchandising business. The same year, Kamen struck a deal with the Ingersoll-Waterbury Clock Company to produce the first Mickey Mouse−branded timepiece. Its first day on sale at Macy’s, eleven thousand Mickey Mouse watches were sold; two years later, there were 2.5 million Mickey Mouse watches gracing the wrists of kids and adults alike.5 Marketing material for Ingersoll showcased the watches as “a unique gift for a boy or girl, man or woman,” and you could purchase Mickey in the form of either a pocket watch (few of which were being carried around by kids methinks), wristwatch, electric clock, or regular clock. By the late 1940s, you could buy watches featuring a variety of Disney characters, from Pluto and Donald Duck to Bambi and Pinocchio; and in 1957, the 25 millionth Mickey Mouse watch was presented to Walt Disney himself. Mickey watches saw a further boost in popularity in the 1960s when they became a symbol of counterculture; and they even went to space! Astronaut Wally Schirra wore a Mickey Mouse watch on Apollo 7, and Gene Cernan wore his on the Moon-orbiting Apollo 10 mission.6

Kamen was a phenomenal marketing whiz. He knew that the best way for a brand to become a household name was to get it into the actual household—something he couldn’t do with Disney’s animated films (yet), but he could with merchandise. His 1934 Christmas catalogue, distributed to department stores around the country, featured blueprints for employees to build an actual Mickey Mouse−branded post office where kids could write letters to Santa. (He touted this in his catalogue as a great way for stores to get hold of their customers’ home addresses to use for future mailers.) It gave instructions for creating Mickey Mouse theater show curtains (including the supplier from whom the stores could purchase licensed Mickey Mouse−printed fabric), and Mickey Mouse masks (terrifying BTW) and posters. Managers could even get Mickey and Minnie themselves to come to their store for photo ops for a “slight expense.”7

Mickey merchandising was a gold mine, and while watches were flying off the shelves, buyers were also shelling out millions around the world for record players, marmalade, radios, purses, briefcases, toothpaste, pencils, candy, soap, hairbrushes, china sets, hot water bottles, even the first Disney × Cartier collab. And they haven’t stopped since. Today, a major indicator of whether you’re looking at a Disney Adult is the state of their merch stash.



MOVIES AND TV

While the merchandise side of the company was quickly growing thanks to Mickey, the feature film arm was just beginning. Disney’s first feature-length animated film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, opened at Hollywood’s Carthay Circle Theater on December 21, 1937. With a production cost of $2 million (that would be around $42.5 million today), critics doubted Disney would recoup his investment. But by spring 1939, the film had grossed an estimated $10 million ($227 million today) worldwide, launching an explosion in film and television that further cemented Disney as a huge name in visual entertainment.8

In 1948, Walt was ready to embrace a brand-new medium: television. He spent a week in New York learning more about it, and while other movie studios were running from TV, Walt determined “Television is the coming thing.”9 The studio aired its first television special on Christmas Day 1950, and launched a series called Disneyland on ABC in 1954 (largely in the hopes that it would generate income to make up for its namesake, the severely overbudget Disneyland park). In 1955—Disneyland’s opening year—The Mickey Mouse Club was created, and it ran on ABC until 1959. The show featured nine core Mouseketeers along with a ragtag group of occasionals, and, if you ask my mom, created some of the boomer generation’s first ever lovesick parasocial relationships. (Okay, she didn’t say that exactly, but she did have a helluva crush on Bobby Burgess.) The MMC was revived in 1977 for a short run, and again in 1989 (my generation), bringing us Britney Spears, Justin Timberlake, Christina Aguilera, Ryan Gosling, and Keri Russell.

Inundated with the proliferation of Disney movies, TV shows, and theme parks, Disney kids grew up to be Disney Adults. We first saw this phenomenon among the kids who grew up with Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Mickey Mouse marmalade, and the original Mickey Mouse Club. Today’s Disney Adults are second- or even third-generation fans—raised on the nineties animation renaissance, The Disney Channel, and the subsequent music explosion.



NINETIES RENAISSANCE

If you really hate Disney Adults, may I throw one Michael Eisner under the bus? Because he was in charge during what we now refer to (among Disney diehards) as the Nineties Renaissance. Eisner was Disney’s CEO from 1984 to 2005 and was instrumental in the decision to market classic Disney movies outside of theaters for the first time, capitalizing on the brand-new home video market and basically inventing the universal parental relief of just hitting the play button again. He was also the captain during the second Disney animation golden age. If you don’t think you know what that is, yes you do. These ten years in Disney animation are responsible for the millennial wave of Disney Adults.

After a disappointing string of animated films, Disney wanted to capitalize on the success of nouveau classics like Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988) and Oliver & Company (1988) and set a goal to produce one animated film every twelve to eighteen months. One after another, Disney pumped out blockbusters. The next decade brought The Little Mermaid (1989), The Rescuers Down Under (1990), Beauty and the Beast (1991), Aladdin (1992), The Lion King (1994), Pocahontas (1995), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996), Hercules (1997), Mulan (1998), and Tarzan (1999). Then, in 2006, Disney acquired Pixar, bringing mega-franchises Toy Story, Finding Nemo, and Cars into the fold.

The theatrical success of these films coupled with the home videos on repeat for millions of millennial children defined childhood for an entire generation. But it didn’t stop there. A whole new wave of pop music was being pumped out of the Disney marketing machine, stemming from the success of the Mickey Mouse Club reboot and original shows on The Disney Channel like Lizzie McGuire, That’s So Raven, Hannah Montana, and Wizards of Waverly Place. This era made stars of Justin Timberlake, Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, Miley Cyrus, Selena Gomez, and Demi Lovato, to name just a few. And for millennials in their tween-drama phase, these celebs were front and center, completing the trifecta of movies, television, and music domination for Disney.

While this would prove more than enough for the creation of a Disney Adult, for kids whose parents were rich enough, we also get to throw in the theme parks!



THEME PARKS

Ah, yes. The domestic Disney theme parks are the additional sprinkle (onslaught?) of pixie dust that drove some borderline Disney Adults across the finish line. It’s hard to pinpoint the chemical brain reaction that happens for so many of us when we see Cinderella Castle for the first time (and no—that’s not a typo; Cinderella is not possessive in this context even though it is indeed her castle). But even if we might not fully understand the science, there’s a reason why those nostalgia-bait social media posts about watching fireworks in the Magic Kingdom garner thousands upon thousands of likes.

Disney Adults talk about “converting” their loved ones into Disney parks fans because Disney World is a church—a kind of pilgrimage—for millions of Disney Adults. We max out our credit cards to go. We count down the days until we can go again and plan obsessively about what we’re going to do, wear, eat, and experience the next time we’re there. We post on social media about how life ceases in between trips.

Why? Let’s start at the very beginning (a very good place to start).

“It came about when my daughters were very young and Saturday was always daddy’s day with the two daughters,” Walt said. “I’d take them to the merry-go-round, and I took them different places, and as I’d sit while they rode the merry-go-round and did all these things—sit on a bench, you know, eating peanuts—I felt that there should be something built where the parents and the children could have fun together. So that’s how Disneyland started.”10

In 1952, Walt began the uphill climb that was the path to Disneyland. After raising funds, which included liquidating assets like the family’s vacation home and taking out $100,000 against his life insurance policy, he launched WED Enterprises—the WED standing for Walter Elias Disney—to build his park. This team was made up mostly of animators—because theme park bigwigs weren’t a thing—and innovators whom Walt trusted when it came to doing the impossible. Their mission? To create an escape from reality. “To step through the portals of Disneyland will be like entering another world,” he said.

And it was a disaster.

July 17, 1955, is remembered as “Black Sunday” to those in the Disney sphere. Disneyland’s opening day was an absolute cluster. Rides weren’t finished; the asphalt on Main Street, U.S.A., was wet and melty, causing shoe heels to sink into the ground; counterfeit tickets led to double the crowds; a plumbers’ strike meant that Walt had to choose between installing bathrooms or drinking fountains. The “escape from reality” was plagued heavily by… reality. But Disneyland, under Walt’s direction, quickly addressed the issues. Rides were repaired and opened, staff were trained to better manage crowds and handle issues effectively, and a “second day” event helped Walt schmooze an invited group of influential guests. Marketing and public relations strategies were also quickly activated, using Walt’s public image to change the mind of the critical media. Despite its inauspicious beginning, Disneyland soon became the precedent against which all theme parks have been compared to this day.

When Walt’s second theme park, Walt Disney World, opened in Florida in 1971, it became a rite of passage for those with the means to afford it. Disney was prepared to capitalize on this mythology, and he was determined to avoid the problems that plagued Disneyland. Walt Disney World opened with two massive hotels, and plans to build more. The land purchased for the complex was extensive, ensuring a literal berm around the entire “world” (as opposed to Disneyland, which is pinned in on all sides by non-Disney commerce) as well as plenty of opportunity for expansion. Within twenty years, Disney had launched a lucrative time-share program, called Disney Vacation Club, which locked fans into legally promising to pay Disney for their next fifty years of vacations. The best part? If you died, you could pass the “ownership” on to your kids so that they could pay Disney for their vacations, too!

My most prominent memories from a visit in 1985 are of waiting in very long lines outdoors in the unbearable Spring Break heat and humidity of Florida. But for some reason, I was hooked. EPCOT Center had singing vegetables, a purple dragon with orange wings, and a massive amount of tart n’ tinys sold in a gold-embossed acrylic cube! You had the chance to change your experience on a ride called Horizons, depending on whether in the future you’d like to live in space or underwater. (You could also choose to live in the desert, but, come on.)

From then on, you could regularly find the EPCOT Center theme album spinning on our record player at home; and if any television sitcom family went to Disney World, I recorded it on the VCR. Even at seven years old, I was a Disney parks fanatic. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. And this was happening to kids all over the country.

But did I love it because of some sort of cognitive dissonance Stockholm syndrome? Did I subconsciously think, “If I waited that long in ninety-degree weather with the sun beating down on me for an eight-minute ride, then I must have truly enjoyed it”? Or was it a genuinely transformative experience? It turns out, my fascination was probably rooted in the memories I made with my family.

I asked my team at Disney Food Blog to tell me why they’re Disney fans. These are just a few of the responses I received:

“On my first trip to Hollywood Studios (called MGM at the time), my cousin and I chose to keep getting back on Rock ’n’ Roller Coaster instead of seeing Fantasmic. And we were able to ride again. And again. And again. Like… five times in a row, practically a walk on. Afterwards, we were still able to catch the tail end of the show—so we shared a bag of cotton candy and watched the big finale. I’ve got a lot of little moments like that with my family. And all those little moments have snowballed into an ultimate love for the place.”

“My dad was in a wheelchair/ECV for most of my life and was kind of the ‘Grumpy’ of the family, but [he] LOVED Disney so much. The last time I was able to go with him, he became enamored with hidden Mickeys and even bought the book! He and I spent almost our entire trip checking off all the hidden Mickeys everywhere we went. Since he was pretty low to the ground, some Mickeys weren’t in his line of sight; a cast member [or Disney employee] took us all around what was then Camp Minnie Mickey [in Disney’s Animal Kingdom park] and helped us check off some of the more hidden of the Mickeys! This was probably the first time I really was able to see the way a cast member can impact a trip, and I’ve been so appreciative of them ever since.”

“When my middle brother was just a toddler, we were in Disneyland and decided that day to ride the train around to Toontown at Rope Drop instead of going left to Adventureland like normal. When we got back there, we were the only ones there except [for] MICKEY! My brother jumped off the train and ran to him yelling, ‘Mickkkkeeyy,’ right out of a commercial. I love the joy Disney continues to bring to my family.”

“I first visited Disney World during February Break while in the sixth grade. My mom and I flew down to Florida, and we stayed with my grandparents. It’s a special memory not only because it was my first Disney trip, but because my grandmother passed away two years later. I still think of her when I walk into the Magic Kingdom.”

The common thread in all of the responses I received? Family, friends, and memories.



MOVING THE FANDOM ONLINE

For those of us who fell in love with the parks but didn’t live near them, we soon craved a way to talk about our obsession with like-minded folk during the long, dark, non-vacation days. Enter the fledgling internet and the explosive creation of the modern-day Disney Adult.

In the 1990s, Disney fans kibitzed via online bulletin boards, which evolved into websites with message boards. Gather round, kids, because for a long time this was the only way you could interact with people on the World Wide Web. I and my fellow fans would spend hours and days refreshing pages, threads, topics about Disney World restaurants, rides, tips, and hotels. Don’t tell my former employer, but I used to stay late at work so that I could print out dozens of pages of Disney Trip Reports—these were extensive tomes that Disney-goers had written up, detailing every single minute of their vacation—to read on my commute back to Staten Island on the ferry from my Lower Manhattan office job.

One popular Disney forum has over 1.4 million messages in their Trip Reports section, and it’s still going strong. Here’s an excerpt of one titled Mama and Papa quick trip… Pop Century stay and all four parks.11

“Thought I’d drop a quick trip report of our recent trip to WDW. We had a wonderful time and [learned] maybe a few insights that might help other travelers. So here we go.

“Background: Mama and I have been coming to Disney since we honeymooned at the Polynesian some forty-one years ago. I’m sixty-four and mama is sixty-two. We get along well. We try to get to the mouse house every couple of years.

“Day 1: Magic Kingdom. We decided to do rope drop or something close. We stopped in the cafeteria for a breakfast sandwich and some fruit. This was our standard fare every morning. Walked onto the bus to the MK. Got here just after rope drop and walked right in. A little pixie dust as we entered the park, and [we] were greeted by an old fashioned taxi that took us up Main Street to the castle. A very fun way to start the day. Rides all morning, starting with [Seven Dwarfs Mine Train]. 7DMT is a popular first ride, so expect a line. Took us thirty-five minutes to complete the ride. Lunch/linner was at Jungle Cruise Canteen. A GREAT restaurant. Food was very tasty and [the] service was superior. We were very pleased with this offbeat choice. After lunch, our virtual queue was called for TRON. Very efficient way to do the ride. Mama rode one of the bikes. With my knees and my size, I chose a seated car at the back of the train. Both methods were great for the ride. A super ride. We both thought instantly it’s the best ride in WDW… at least until tomorrow.”

RIVETING, right? Well, I swear it was.

“Papa” continues in the trip report to share a concise and helpful summary of each day of the trip, which gives insights for other guests into what it’s really like to go to Disney World… a detailed good, bad, and ugly of his real vacation. When “social media” platforms didn’t exist, and there were few references for what day-to-day Disney World looked like when we ourselves weren’t there, these reports were a portal to our happy place, and a great way to learn how not to waste your money. When you find a community who loves what you love—especially when a lot of people don’t—you’re going to enmesh yourself fully with that tribe. Message boards became a lifeblood. Suddenly your best friend was someone you’d never actually met IRL, and you were dating (sometimes even marrying!) someone you “met” online… before dating apps ever existed. This was the dawn of no longer needing to leave your house to socialize. You could live an entire life online, creating friendships with soulmates thousands of miles away.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, as content management systems became more user-friendly, homegrown Disney fan websites and blogs began to multiply and flourish. There was clearly a market of Disney Adults who wanted to talk about Disney when they couldn’t be there, who wanted to get the latest updates from the parks in order to plan meticulously for their next trip.

With the advent in 2004 of what we now know as social media, fans had even more avenues to confab with like-minded Disney lovers. And later, with the invention and rise of smartphones, and visual platforms reigning in the 2010s, a whole new world was opening for Disney Adults. You could see what the parks looked like each day. Rides, restaurants, news, and updates from the parks were as readily available to fans as they would be if they themselves were in the Magic Kingdom. Soon, vibrant and growing Disney fan communities—with their very own influencers, hashtags, and memes—were gaining prominence and popularity on the socials.

But despite having a magical oasis online, Disney megafans routinely received criticism in real life. One 2010 message board post titled “Have you ever been made fun of because of your Disney fanhood?” has forty-nine responses. Having an obsession that others might label weird, immature, and childish drove many Disney fans deeper into the respite of their online havens.

When you find a place—online or in person—that gives you relief from the rigors of your day-to-day, it’s almost pure self-preservation to dive into it with both feet. And this can be both good and bad. As with any serious hobby, Disney can become a money pit. It can pull you away from real-life relationships and responsibilities. And it can become the obsession that you have to keep rationalizing and justifying, sometimes even to yourself.

But balance exists for plenty of Disney Adults, and there can be great positives to the fandom. The benefit of our hobbies isn’t our hobbies themselves; it’s the experiences, connections, and strengths we gain because of them.

Still one big unanswered question we have is this: Why does Disney have this pull over so many of us? What makes it a drug we can’t quit?







[image: ] CHAPTER TWO HOW WE GOT THIS WAY

I have a gear that my husband refers to as “Disney mode.” It’s when I’m superefficient and driven and organized in order to do something completely irrational. It’s how I get when I want to do something so badly that I make questionable decisions about its relevancy.

For example, say I’m in Disney World for twenty-four hours to go to a big meeting—which, by the way, I need to be fresh and rested for, because it’s literally my job—and I decide to spend a super-late night at Magic Kingdom because I wouldn’t get to ride Haunted Mansion on this trip otherwise. Let’s be honest: I’ve ridden Haunted Mansion hundreds of times. Hundreds. Why in the world would I compromise the outcome of this expensive trip by staying in Magic Kingdom until 2 a.m. when I have a 7 a.m. meeting the next day… which is literally the entire reason why I’m there? How does that make sense?

The answer, of course, is that it doesn’t. No health professional would say, “Yeah, good idea; mess with your ability to present effectively tomorrow at your job so that you can ride a theme park ride that you’ve been on hundreds of times already.” And some would look at this behavior as something akin to addiction. In fact, I’ve heard Disney Adults referred to as Disney addicts more times than I can count. So let’s talk about how I (and maybe you) got this way.

First of all, I’m not calling us addicts. At least not all of us. The reason I’m starting here is because fandoms like this one are all about the brain. Merriam-Webster gives two definitions for the word “addiction.” The first, “a compulsive, chronic, physiological or psychological need for a habit-forming substance, behavior, or activity having harmful physical, psychological, or social effects and typically causing well-defined symptoms (such as anxiety, irritability, tremors, or nausea),” has a negative leaning… although I have for sure experienced harmful physical, psychological, and social effects as a Disney fan. (And definitely some anxiety, irritability, tremors, and nausea come to think of it… Have you ever tried to eat lunch in Disney World during Spring Break?) But the second Merriam-Webster definition, “a strong inclination to do, use, or indulge in something repeatedly,” is broader. Based on that definition, I could have an “addiction” to squirting lime juice in my Diet Coke (guilty).

While Disney Adults may recoil at the use of the word “addiction” to describe our behavior, my experience at the beginning of my Disney Adult journey was one of urgency. This was the start of my “Disney mode” brain chemicals. I obsessively pored over guidebooks and trip reports, read message board threads for hours on end, lusted after merchandise, and watched Disney World’s promotional DVDs like it was my job (which it wasn’t… yet). I calculated my vacation time down to the hour and determined just how in debt I could get without hitting rock bottom, in order to make more pilgrimages to The Most Magical Place on Earth. Pretty sure there was anxiety, irritability, tremors, and nausea involved there, too. For many of us, the products of The Walt Disney Company have—at least at one time or another—been medicative; and when something makes you feel better, you want more of it. But even if you take umbrage with a negatively connoted definition of “addiction,” I’m almost certain that we can all get on board with that last one: “a strong inclination to do, use, or indulge in something repeatedly.”

So how do we get this way? What creates an “addiction” in that sense of the word? Disney makes a LOT of money from loyal consumers, and where the money is, research will follow. Scientists keep trying to demystify why this international corporation creates such brand loyalty that people will consistently and repeatedly line up to give them more money, and Daryl Austin at the LA Times took a shot at codifying the results in an article titled “The Scientific Reason Why You Can’t Stop Going to Disneyland.”1 He notes, “Some scientists believe that Disney-related vacations prompt more compulsive travel behavior than others, due to the powerful strategies the company employs” (true statement), and they’ve narrowed it down via a slew of research studies to four principles of why I’m addicted to Disneyland: yearning for travel, sensory delight, desire for influence, and fulfillment of nostalgia. Well, check, check, check, and check, I guess. Does anyone not want at least one or two of those things?

But what about being addicted to Disney in general—not just the parks, but all of it? I’m about to throw some more science at you. While I was interviewing Michael Burson, LCMHC, MA, NCC, and clinical mental health therapist, who is also an award-winning cosplayer and whose self-proclaimed title is “nerd therapist” (sorry, I know this is a lot for an introduction, but Michael is very cool and you’re going to get to know him well now that you’re on this book journey with me), he started talking about a model he uses to help his clients, especially those who are struggling with an online gaming addiction. The words he was using—immersion, escapism, discovery—sounded very familiar to yours truly, a self-identified Disney addict, so I asked him to share a bit more.

The theories were developed by Nick Yee, a Stanford University−educated research scientist, who is now a super bigwig in the science of gamer motivation and one of the leading experts in why nerds love what they love. He specifically studies video gaming, which, while a different immersive hobby, includes significant crossover with Disney fandom—escapism, merchandise, fantasy worlds, and… well… screen-based entertainment.2 For Yee, players of massive multiplayer online role-playing games (or MMORPGs) are motivated by achievement, social relationships and community, and immersion. Okay, again… I can check all three of those boxes as things that also motivate a Disney Adult.


Motivations Behind Playing Online Games Description 2
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And cross-referencing his research with that of the LA Times’ journalism on Disney fans, you can see a definite overlapping Venn diagram that I think tells a bigger, applicable story. It makes it, honestly, pretty easy to see what’s happening in our brains when we choose to dedicate so much of our time and money to this hobby.

Because—again—the hobby is usually not about the hobby. It’s about what we get from engaging in it. If football fans really only cared about the sport of football, they’d be just as pumped to watch a random team as they are to watch their own home team. They like football; they might watch any game that’s on; but things get seriously elevated when it’s your tribe. I’m a big Buffalo Bills fan—my mom bought season tickets during the four Super Bowl years, which prepared me for great swaths of disappointment in my life—and while I was interested in the sport of football and could tell you what all of the various calls meant and have opinions on whether or not they should go for the two-point conversion or kick the field goal—what I loved about being a Bills fan specifically was the community around it and the way it made me feel. It was waking up at 5 a.m. on Sunday and getting dressed in every layer of warm clothing accessible to make the journey to Ralph Wilson Stadium at dawn with my mom and our friends. It was stopping at Wegmans to buy all of our tailgating necessities and joking around with other Bills fans doing the same. It was wandering around the parking lot trading stories and statistics and predictions with other fans, huddled around portable barbecues in fourteen-degree weather, and sharing pans of caramel brownies before the game. And it was the camaraderie that came with living through the ups and downs of each season with thousands of other fans all united in the pursuit of hoping for the same outcome—a Super Bowl ring for our boys.

I’m sure you have a similar hobby. If you’re not a Disney Adult or a football fan, maybe you follow the Broadway world, or love fly-fishing; you might day-trade, or play badminton. You love the speculation, the hierarchy, the emotion, the risk, the achievement, the joy, the thrill of the chase, the nostalgia, the teamwork. It’s about how the hobby makes you feel. Disney fans love Disney. But it’s a whole lot more than that.



What Makes Disney Addictive? Description 3
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The family and nostalgia connection to our love of Disney is something extremely common among Disney Adults. Of the self-proclaimed Disney Adults we surveyed, 72.4 percent reported that they first engaged with Disney before age six.


Your First Disney Experience Description 4
[image: A pie chart showing the distribution of ages when people first experience Disney, divided into five categories.]

Even I—someone who traces my true Disney Adulthood to my early twenties—had a seed planted way back in 1985 on that trip to EPCOT when I was six years old. From that moment forward, my dad and I always connected over that EPCOT Center LP record. It was a big old vinyl record that he transferred onto a cassette tape so that we could listen to it in the car on the twenty-hour journey to Florida for Spring Break. The music inspired excitement and energy, and it was something we loved together. So it makes sense that I would have a yearning to replicate that feeling as I got older and the world got harder. This is another reason why dedicated Disney Adults aren’t going anywhere. Disney’s catalogue of entertainment continues to expand, and as it enchants generations to come, the ranks of Disney Adults are bound to grow.

A former vice president at The Walt Disney Company recently posited in a conversation with me that a big reason why the Disney World and Disneyland theme parks were overrun post-pandemic (so much so that they had to extend the use of their pandemic-era capacity-limiting reservation system) was because these most recent generations of adults are the first to have literally grown up with the Disney theme parks. We’re the first to associate the safety and joy of childhood with the Magic Kingdom, EPCOT, and Disneyland. And when we were searching for a touchstone after the financial, political, and social chaos of the early twenty-first century, the nostalgia and “simpler time” represented by Disney theme park vacations is what drew us back. In droves.
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Where do you go when the world is falling apart? What is your happy place? When you lose your biggest client, when you’ve received bad news, when you’ve just had an unexpected breakup. Where in this big, wide world can you go that allows you to just let go of all the stresses of real life and hide in a cocoon of happiness and fantasy? Well, Disney Adults go to Disney. Disney movies, Disney music, Disney parks. We’ll admit it outright. We long to go to an idealized world where everything has a happy ending. We knowingly—eagerly—pay to be fooled into buying a story we absolutely know is not true.

“In Disneyland, clocks and watches will lose all meaning, for there is no present. There [is] only yesterday, tomorrow, and the timeless land of fantasy.” Walt Disney said this while building Disneyland, where he wanted to provide an escape; a real, physical fairy-tale experience in his parks. And when he was planning what he called the Florida Project, which later became Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom, he achieved this by ensuring that guests had to physically travel to get into the park. Once you park your car, you still have to cross Seven Seas Lagoon via boat, Monorail, or bus to actually get to the park gates, and that’s on purpose. In Walt’s opinion, it gave guests the time they needed to leave the real world behind, and allowed him to isolate the Magic Kingdom from any real-world experiences or landmarks.

He also built the Magic Kingdom as a second story, over a “backstage” area underneath. This was prompted by Walt’s experience in Disneyland of seeing a cast member (Walt called all of his employees “cast members,” as they were part of the “show” he was producing) decked out in a futuristic Tomorrowland costume… walking around Frontierland. For Walt, this broke the immersion for the guests. So when he was building Orlando’s Magic Kingdom, he piled the dirt and earth used to excavate Seven Seas Lagoon on top of the land intended for the Magic Kingdom and created an underground “first floor” full of corridors (called utilidors and still used today). These secret tunnels house “backstage” areas like costuming, cast member break areas and amenities, and even a Subway sub shop for employees to use. It’s not uncommon to see a headless Mickey Mouse or a partially clad Tinker Bell down there. But everything the guest can see is part of the approved and scripted “on-stage show,” as Walt called it. Our experience was consistently part of the curated, timeless, and immersive fantasy world that Walt built.

The emotional desire for escape from the real world is by no means exclusive to Disney fans. It’s a theme that’s been explored countless times, taking us into both idealized and terrifying new realms. Ray Bradbury covered it beautifully in The Martian Chronicles; director Kariyama Shunsuke covered it in 2023’s Brush Up Life; and Rod Serling covered it (arguably better than anyone) in “A Stop at Willoughby” in The Twilight Zone season 1. The longing to embrace, even if just for a few days or a week, an effortless existence—helped along by a heavy dose of idealism—is nearly universal.

“Disney makes me feel like I’m escaping reality because—by sheer ratio—people are by and large in a happier mood,” noted a colleague of mine when we were discussing how we escape the real world at Disney theme parks. “I know we’ve all witnessed our fair share of meltdowns and even arguments and rude guests, but I still think the scales tip more towards happiness than I’ll ever encounter while running errands. More strangers smiling at each other for no particular reason. Things like that.

“On the flip side, in a very weird way, I also feel like Disney helps me face reality better when I’m back in it. That could just be poor adulting on my part. But the whole emphasis on ‘Happily Ever After’ does kind of give you hope that things can change—or maybe you can change for better in them—even when they are hard.”

A different form of escapism for many of us is literal, physical escape. From where we are, from our lifestyle, from our job, from our family, from our normal. You wanna go somewhere else. Not forever—but long enough to breathe different air.

Travel cravings aren’t an addiction, but rather “a strong desire to modify ongoing cognitive experiences,”3 according to researchers Ariel Zoltan Mitev and Anna Irimias in Annals of Tourism Research. In the same way your mouth waters when you crave your favorite food, you can crave being in a different environment—especially if, for some reason, you’re unable to achieve that. And much like other unsatisfied cravings in day-to-day life, craving a trip to a Disney park may be not only a desire, but a yearning that continues to grow until satisfied. That’s not exclusive to Disney, of course. If you’re craving a burger, pizza won’t do the trick, and you’ll keep longing for that burger until you get it. In the same regard, a quick trip to the beach might not scratch the same itch as going to Disney’s Beach Club Resort in Disney World.

Maybe this is because Disney makes a point of making everything they offer as good (and fun, and thrilling, and pretty, and delicious, and superlative) as it can be, and therefore as craveable as possible for all of your senses: the smell of the water inside the Pirates of the Caribbean ride, the taste of the food at your favorite restaurant, the sound of the music piped into the lobby at Animal Kingdom Lodge, the feel of the pool water on a sunny day at Fort Wilderness, and the bright colors and fantasy architecture at Pop Century Resort. Pangs for these can be as palpable as hunger for a Disney Adult.
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Disney is in the business of being in touch with what their customers long for, and then providing it to the best of their ability. Sure, Disney has had its failures and bad decisions; but for the most part you know what to expect when you enter the gates.

The Disney parks are reliably the same visit after visit. That is exactly what people who return want and expect. Disney works hard to create a consistent, reliable vibe in an ever-changing world. The attractions may change now and then, but—in theory—the paint never fades, the costumes never get dingy, the lights never burn out, and the cast members never stop smiling.

Disney is synonymous with safety for many Disney Adults, and that word can mean a lot of different things. It’s physically safe. It’s sanitized. The only surprises are good surprises. It’s predictable and consistent.

The late Imagineer Marty Sklar notes this quote from veteran Disney artist and Imagineer John Hench, who worked on films like Fantasia and Peter Pan: “John Hench used to say that Disneyland was reassuring. You could speak to a stranger. You feel safe. You know you’re going to be respected. Everything is clean. It’s an example that you take back to your own community. ‘Why can’t it be like this? Why can’t we treat people like we get treated at the Disney parks? Why can’t our streets be as clean as it is at Disney?’ It’s reassuring because you know things work.”4 And journalist Todd Martens notes that this continues to be true today, at least for him. “I think… it allows you also to be a little bit more vulnerable with people. I’ve had some of my most open conversations with people close to me—friends, partners, siblings—at Disney theme parks, with topics that could have been stressful or tension filled when sitting around my parents’ kitchen table. We all just felt more comfortable to be vulnerable. We were in a place that facilitates a playful mood.”

Safety can take different forms, both physical and emotional. “I got bullied for being a poor kid growing up,” says Disney Adult and neuroscientist Megan K.I “And then one time my dad won a trip [to Disney World] through the radio. So that was huge. You go to Disney and cast members are treating you like you’re royalty.”

Megan is queer and worries about traveling to Florida knowing that the policies and politics aren’t necessarily queer-friendly in the state. “I always get a little nervous with the increase in anti-LGBTQIA+ policies nationally and also at the state level. I do get nervous looking visibly either non−gender conforming or having any kind of pride-related stuff on my person. But at the parks I have only ever been met with kindness and joy. In a world where so many different intersecting parts of my identity are under attack, it is so nice to go to a place where I know that that’s not going to happen.” One particularly poignant moment happened in an instant, but had long-standing impact for her. “I was [in Disney World] in 2021, just having defended my doctorate thesis, wearing a ‘May the pride be with you’ shirt when a woman approached me and tapped me on the shoulder. I was nervous what might follow with this interaction. Instead of confirming my fears, she started telling me that she and her family were at the parks to celebrate her daughter who would have graduated high school this year. Her eyes began welling up as she continued, saying that her daughter would have loved my shirt and been so happy to be in the parks and see someone wearing it. It went without saying we were talking about someone who had [taken their own life].”

Megan sent this interaction to me as a direct message on Instagram after I’d reached out to our followers for stories from Disney Adults. This, among so many other responses, confirmed for me just how special this community of fans is. She continues, “I began crying as she handed me a $25 gift card and asked me to treat myself and thanked me for still coming to the parks. I thanked her for her story and for her kindness, but turned away too quickly, embarrassed by my own tears. I wish this wonderful woman could know what her kindness meant to me and what it has continued to mean to me.”

Another Disney fan, Kat, responded to my Instagram request with a story I have heard in many variations from plenty of Disney Adults, but each one is important. “Disney has always been a huge part of my life. As someone on the Autism Spectrum, I not only loved rewatching my favorite films (looking at you, Lion King 1994); but many of the films I loved helped me learn proper socialization skills and helped me figure out how to navigate a world that doesn’t always have my needs in mind. So for my fiancé and I, now that I am an adult, Disney is a safe space for both of us. For me it’s one of the few places that takes my needs into consideration and makes it so that we can both genuinely enjoy ourselves there. Disney isn’t just a company or a place. It’s a home that is safe and equal for us.”

But Disney Adults also turn to Disney properties for physical safety. Disney’s theme park security is legendary. With top-of-the-line technology, plainclothes and uniformed security guards, and trained cast members, the threat of illegal activity is low, and when it happens it’s quickly shut down.

“I do think that one of the things I appreciate about the parks is relevant to other people as well, which is just that you’re safe there. Physically safe,” says Megan. “The number of shootings and other terrifying incidents that are happening [is high]. That’s part of the reason why I still pay to go. I know I’m safe there and I’m not going to get shot, which is, I mean, that’s insane. No one should have to take a vacation to not be shot at. But that is part of the draw.”

Safety for many Disney fans also takes the form of a mental balm.

In her blog Chel Bell Guild, Chel Bell admits that she once had the same prejudice against Disney Adults that keeps most people far from the parks and condescending to the bewitched. “I never quite understood the obsession some grown, often childless, adults had with Disney. Decorating their homes and offices with all things Mickey and Minnie? Wearing Disney t-shirts? Spending every vacation day and dollar on Disney trips? Totally insular, I judged. And then the perfect storm hit. My mom died after a series of other losses and major life transitions. An overabundance of grief washed over me at a time when I happened to be a Florida resident with a young child and some extra income.” Bell bought an Annual Pass and found herself drawn to Disney consistently. “It was at Disney that life was fun and safe, with the perfect balance of predictability and surprise.”

We’re definitely buying what they’re selling. And there is no deception in the transaction; we all know the Disney experience is carefully curated. That’s what we want. Some would even say they need it. The Disney, Pixar, and Touchstone teams craft their film products to be fundamentally relatable while still projecting the positive, safe outcome. Not only do the Disney story writers dig from their own experience, but in the case of particularly emotional productions—the Inside Out franchise springs to mind—they even consult with children’s mental health specialists. Care is taken to create safe boundaries and a soft landing.

At its root, that’s the same principle that’s been employed in the theme parks and resorts. Scary rides have a happy ending. The smells are familiar and comforting. The park areas are meticulously manicured to be pleasing to the eye. The music plays to guide a mood. Disney experiences, as a whole, are consistent. Whether you’re going to a Disney movie, seeing a Disney on Broadway show, buying Disney merchandise, or visiting a Disney hotel or theme park, you’re probably going to have a reliably positive experience within one unit of standard deviation.

When I first had my son, the exhaustion was complete. Let’s be honest—over a decade later I’m still exhausted. And so for years, when he was little, even though I had the opportunity to travel far and wide for vacations, we kept choosing Disney. It’s not necessarily that I wanted to go to Disney World more than I wanted to go to Alaska or Europe or Thailand. It was that it was easier to go to Disney World than it was to go to Alaska or Europe or Thailand. Disney World was self-contained. They spoke English and used American dollars, transportation was simple and urgent care for my asthmatic kid was highly accessible, and I didn’t have to worry about reading endless reviews and hoping they were honest, only to arrive in the middle of the night at a strange hotel in a foreign town with my toddler in tow and be blindsided. I knew, based on brand alone, that whatever I did in a Disney park was probably going to be pretty high quality, and, at the very least, safe and navigable without too much stress.

According to “Insights to the Repeat Vacation Phenomenon” in Annals of Tourism Research,5 there are five main contributing factors that lead to repeat destination visits:


	They were a reduced risk in not being new, so a bad experience is less likely.

	An assurance that they would find “their kind of people” there, since the destination is a known quantity.

	Emotional childhood attachment, which could apply to any location but Disney has history and marketing to increase the odds that it’s already part of any given person’s past.

	To experience something there hadn’t been the opportunity to take advantage of on a past visit.

	To share an already-loved experience with friends or loved ones.



Disney does an exceptional job at executing on these metrics. From experiencing consistency, to simply attracting other like-minded fans. And they do it on purpose. They know it will keep us coming back.

“I go [to Disneyland] once or twice a month,” says journalist Todd Martens. “When I would talk to Imagineers and tell them I go to the park by myself, there was a lot of ‘why do you do that?’ They said they designed them for friends or families. And I said, well, I feel comfortable there. And I could have a conversation with a stranger at Disneyland, and it doesn’t feel weird if I’m standing in a line for a ride.”

Since the company wants visitors to feel that way, they add all kinds of small touches to ensure it. Security guards at the hotels say, “Welcome home,” when guests arrive. Staff at the family-style restaurant ‘Ohana in Disney’s Polynesian Village Resort introduce themselves and immediately call everyone “cousin” because while you’re there… you’re family. (Maybe that’s why I keep going back to Olive Garden. Nah. That’s for the breadsticks and Alfredo sauce.)
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If you collapsed my years of research on this book into a thirty-second sizzle reel, it would just be a zillion different people saying the word “nostalgia.” This one concept is what people believe is the quintessential cornerstone in Disney’s dominance. But what is nostalgia, and does it really have that much of a stranglehold on our wallets?

When it comes to dedicated fans, Disney trades on nostalgia—primarily the sensory and medicative elements of it. They want to create strong, saturated, positive sense memories that your brain will crave again and again. The goal is that you won’t be one-and-done. That you’ll want to rewatch the movie, return to the theme park, go back to the restaurant, and melt inside every time you see the Mickey ear hat with your child’s name embroidered on the back. (One of the first things I did when I found out I was pregnant with my son was fly to Disney World and have his name embroidered on a kid-size Mickey ear hat souvenir, then take a picture of it with Cinderella Castle in the background. Follow enough Disney fan Instagram accounts and you’ll see dozens of these kinds of posts being used as pregnancy announcements.)

The word “nostalgia” was first coined by a Swiss doctor in 1688, and defined as a neurological disease of essentially demonic cause. It was originally tied to homesickness—the word comes from nostos, a longing to return home, and algo, meaning pain. So basically, it means that you want to go back home.

It was considered a disorder. Something you only experienced if you were broken. In Victorian times, it was called “melancholy” or “melancholia,” and in 1861 Dr. Wooster Beach prescribed that a patient suffering from it should be “amused with a variety of scenery; and take freely of exercise in the open air, such as riding, walking, gardening, farming, &c. He should peruse interesting books, and converse with cheerful friends; and above all, be located amid pleasant scenery, where he can enjoy a water prospect, a country air, and country diet.”6 (The next time I’m sad I shall be doing all of the above, per Dr. Wooster Beach’s advice.)

Modern research somewhat supports this, though nostalgia has moved from being a disease to a coping mechanism. According to David B. Feldman, counseling psychology professor at Santa Clara University in California, “nostalgia is a way of coping with distress by temporarily escaping the pain of the present.” We use it when we need it. “As a result of engaging in nostalgic recollections, people often report experiencing a more positive mood, feeling more socially connected, and having a greater sense that their lives are meaningful,” says Feldman.7

(Let’s try it! Close your eyes and think of “a wonderful thought” like they do in Peter Pan. Your last dip in a pool on vacation, surfing a great wave, seeing your grandma at Christmas, hugging your child, buying this book…



Do you feel better than you did before? I knew you would!)

Plus, people who need this coping mechanism more will use it more. Study subjects who were purposely put into a negative frame of mind were more likely to engage in nostalgia than those who were deemed to be in a neutral or positive frame of mind.8

This tracks for me 1000 percent. My Disney World obsession was strongest during some of the darkest and most confusing periods of my life, including navigating my best friend and roommate’s cancer diagnosis and treatment, and tackling my quarter-life crisis soon after. It also tracks considering what the past several years have thrown at us culturally, economically, and health-wise.

Megan K. remembers using a Disney trip to cope with a particularly difficult circumstance. “I was in grad school at the time, and I think my husband was still in grad school. We said, ‘It’s like a $99 flight down. Do you want to just go for the weekend and get some joy?’ And we did. And that really became a kind of a tradition.”

Many Disney Adults have used Disney to get through longer-term trials, too. Maeve W. shared her story with me on social media: “Growing up, I’ve always been a somewhat healthy kid and loved going to Disney. When I was in 8th grade (I am now a senior in college), I became very ill. Little did I know I would spend almost 2 years in the hospital trying to get better. I always felt like I was an outcast, so different from all my friends, missing out on so much. One thing I truly believe helped me get past some of my darkest days is Disney. I loved planning different trips, learning about all things Disney, watching Disney movies, all of it. Disney soon became an escape for me, a place where I felt like everyone else. I got to enjoy all the same things as my peers around me. I have a sense of ease when I’m at Disney, and most people don’t understand that.”

But fear not, my fellow DAs. You don’t have to be struggling to make good use of this versatile vice. The world of nostalgia is changing. Dr. Rebecca Rowe, assistant professor of children’s literature at East Texas A&M University, told me, “More and more scholars are like, ‘Look, nostalgia is not inherently evil.’ And I think that is a really good change that we’ve seen in scholarship.” She notes that the perception of nostalgia has changed drastically over the past fifty years. “I think humans have always been nostalgic, even when we didn’t have a word for it; but a lot of things changed in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Nostalgia literally means missing home, but because of technology and the way that we’re able to communicate and travel, nostalgia is being tied to different things than it was a hundred years ago. Now we’re missing things and experiences because they’re not there anymore.”

Because of course we are. “Home” has changed meaning for us. Until the twentieth century, people who moved states, countries, or continents away from where they spent their childhood missed their literal homes because travel back was often impossible. Travel back home is easier and less expensive now, so today’s generations find that they are “homesick” for specific eras or experiences in their lives that they can no longer engage with—feelings that they have no bridge back to feeling again.

In 1999, Dr. Constantine Sedikides of the University of Southampton started to look at things a little differently. Challenged by a colleague who accused Sedikides of living in the past when he thought of fond memories from a previous job and location, the researcher focused on whether nostalgia was a limiter to moving successfully past instances of change or difficulty.9

The findings of his team are pushing nostalgia—and those who experience feelings of nostalgia regularly—out of the negative realm. And in their studies, they’ve determined nostalgia to be somewhat beneficial mentally and physiologically (one study even found conclusive evidence that nostalgic feelings made physically cold people feel warmer). “If you can recruit a memory to maintain physiological comfort, at least subjectively, that could be an amazing and complex adaptation.” For many of us, nostalgia can benefit a sense of self-continuity, and serve as a safe coping mechanism that keeps anxiety at bay.

It’s something that makes us feel really good and is legal!!

Nostalgia in recent research has been positively associated with motivation, inspiration, optimism, and goal pursuit. Some researchers have even gone as far as suggesting we begin a regimen of nostalgizing a few times per week. And they also recommend focusing on creating new memories that we can be nostalgic about. “We call it anticipatory nostalgia,” says Dr. Sedikides.10 And that sounds to me like he’s telling me to go back to Disney World.

But some theorists still urge pumping the brakes. Some nostalgia is healing—when you feel good because you’re reminiscing about a happy time with your loved ones or a previous experience where you felt positive and strong—and it can actually give you a boost to tackle issues you’re dealing with now. But some nostalgia can be harmful—where you’re living in the past in order to avoid the difficulties of the present, or you’re pretending that you’re actually in the past, completely ignoring what’s happening in real life around you. As with anything else, when your hobby begins to infringe negatively on living in the real world, it needs to be considered.

When I ask Dr. Rebecca Rowe if nostalgia can be dangerous, she says, “I think it can be. And there are a lot of people who argue that Disney’s particular kind of nostalgia can be dangerous.”

Researchers have homed in on two different kinds of nostalgia: reflective (good) and restorative (ehhh… kinda scary). Restorative nostalgia has that reactionary “we must return to the past” vibe, where progress and change are the enemy, and restoring how things “used to be” is the goal.

“It’s really regressive and some academics are worried that that’s the kind of nostalgia that Disney is based in,” says Rowe. “They want you to get back to Main Street, U.S.A. And obviously we know that not everybody in America in the time period of Main Street, U.S.A., was having a good time.

“The other kind of nostalgia—reflective nostalgia—is the more beneficial kind, where it’s getting you to think about the past, but also think about how things have changed since then and how those changes aren’t always bad. And I think Disney occasionally is capable of that.” (Carousel of Progress! Spaceship Earth! WORLD OF MOTION!)
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Nostalgia can be a safe place to land when you’re struggling with what’s happening in your current life, and even when you just need a boost. But nostalgia could harken back to anything. Why do we, as Disney Adults, choose Disney over other happy memories? How does Disney live rent-free in our brains and become the thing we crave?

“Disney has always been a nostalgia machine from day one,” says Rowe. “So as we as a culture become more nostalgic for media, Disney is like, ‘Hey, I have all the nostalgia for you.’ And of course streaming services have made it easier to engage with your own nostalgia.”

Prior to streaming services, the ability to watch Disney movies at will relied on your actually owning them—via VHS tape, DVD, or possibly saved in the depths of your DVR. And Disney capitalized on that with their vault system. Only certain movies came out of the “vault” for purchase, and they only came out at certain times, ensuring that “limited time” marketing boost. But with Disney+, fans can watch their favorite films over and over again—no holds barred.

“So if I’m like, ‘Ugh, I just really miss Aladdin from when I watched it as a kid,’ I can go and find Aladdin,” says Rowe. “I can watch it right now, and I can also watch Disney’s remake of it and get to experience both the original movie that I loved and then the movie that is intentionally built with nostalgia for that original movie. So Disney has figured out how to layer as much nostalgia into one text as they possibly can.”

The company is a nostalgia machine, and Disney’s theme parks have become a seemingly limitless producer of it. People are usually geared up to have a good time on vacation, but Disney knows the tricks that take it up a notch: superlative sensory engagement and immersion. On a sense stimulation scale of 1−10, Disney parks go to 11, and our brains are geared to be susceptible.

“Disney parks just excel at all the details,” says Brian B., a former Disney Imagineer. “The most avid fans know that they can ride the Haunted Mansion a hundred times and see something new every time. That appreciation is something that brings people back. And it’s kind of built into the imagineering DNA to make these quality experiences—things that you don’t think people will notice.”

Disney parks aim to capture all five of your senses. Six if you count imagination. And we should because engaging your imagination is the key to making everything at Disney work, allowing you to fill in details that feel true to what you’re perceiving. The buildings and pathways employ “forced perspective” to immerse you in a fantasy world, and the ambient sound communicates where you are and can mingle with scents to authenticate a perception. Even “smellizers,” devices invented by Imagineer Bob McCarthy that pump specific scents into specific areas, persuade your willing brain into craving exactly what Disney is offering: Popcorn? Waffles? A trip to Fiji? All these tricks make the most of your brain’s tendency to passively engage with your environment.

First, let’s talk about the visual component. Disney uses optical illusions to affect your visual perception of the scenes in the parks. An oft-used example is Cinderella Castle in Magic Kingdom. In reality it is 189 feet tall, about the height of a twelve-story building, but when you enter the park it appears to rival the size of skyscrapers. Particularly juxtaposed to the shops on Main Street, which use their own forced perspective to look like classic shop fronts with apartments and attics. Only the bottom levels of the castle and buildings are built to full scale, while the upper levels get smaller and smaller the higher they go. This takes advantage of your expectation of the castle, as well as your brain’s tendency to automatically gauge size and distance. Your brain thinks the reason that the top looks small is because it’s just so high up.

Disney also uses color in the environment the way a skilled makeup artist does on a face, to highlight some things and bring them forward and to mute those things that might be more functional than attractive. The right color can make things appear to recede. Disney actually created two paint colors to mess with our minds: “Go Away Green” is a dull paint color that your brain easily skips over when it’s next to foliage, signs, and attractions. Disney uses this paint color on trash cans, fences, construction walls, cast member exits, and anything else that might feel out of place in a magical setting. There is also a “Blending Blue” meant to have the same effect with features higher up, more in line with the sky and horizon. Effectively your eye sees what the Imagineers want you to see, and ignores the mundane.

Next: sound. Of course it’s no surprise that a TV and movie empire like Disney is masterful at soundtracking. There is psychology to it on every level. Visitors enter the Disney soundscape before they even get inside the parks, and sound amplifies theming and perception of location in individual lands. Guests face a choice of where to go from the end of Main Street: retro-futuristic themes entice us toward Tomorrowland, while jungle drum sounds carry us into Adventureland. No matter where you start, you can track the sound and music choices from one area to the next. Tone shifts (but no noticeable key changes), a type of “sound steering,” cue guests to interpret the next section as a new part of the story. Using Adventureland as an example, the thrumming music shifts to lively strings at the Pirates of the Caribbean, creating the rolling sensation of being on the open sea with Jack Sparrow. And “A Whole New World” plays at Aladdin’s carpet ride. A fife and drum ditty signals when you reach Liberty Square, gloomy organ dirges surround the Haunted Mansion, and so on.

My colleague, Meghan G., puts it perfectly: “I love the subtle sensory stuff when you’re transitioning between lands—like as you walk into Pandora [in Animal Kingdom Park] from the back entrance from Africa and you start to hear all the Pandoran bugs before you even really get into the land.”

And there is a scientific reason we love it! According to a study on “Music in the Brain” (Vuust, Heggli, Friston, and Kringelbachat) at University College London, there is a “predictive coding” in familiar music that quite literally leads the listener’s thoughts and expectations. In a place like Disney, where the music has multilevel familiarity (garnered through aural media from movies, commercials, and even previous visits to the parks), our correct prediction of what the sound means gives us personal satisfaction as we move through it.

Those familiar songs and song patterns also trigger nostalgia and associate it with the places in the parks. According to the same study, “Music perception engages emotion-related brain networks and that music can modulate activity in limbic and paralimbic brain structures such as the amygdala, NAcc, hypothalamus, hippocampus, insula, cingulate cortex, and the OFC3.”

Don’t worry. I gotchu. That means that music can basically control our brains.

This is probably why many Disney Adults listen to Disney theme park background music loops all day long at work. Just hearing the ambient music from the parks subconsciously triggers those vacation feelings and makes Mondays more bearable. Music affects our emotional processing, motivated behavior, goal orientation, and the way we translate emotions to physical responses. (Like how when you hear the first soulful strains of that Boyz II Men song from the CD that your boyfriend got you when you were in high school and you immediately remember the fluttery feeling you got on your first date. Whatever. You know what I’m talking about.)

I was really lucky while writing this book to have a cadre of Disney Adults who I work with every single day. All I had to do was ask a question on one of our Slack channels and I’d immediately get dozens of incredible responses. When I asked my colleagues what sensory elements they connected with in Disney World, here’s what Kelly O. had to say:

“Music is a BIG BIG BIG deal to me. It really helps me feel connected to a place. So if I listen to the [EPCOT] Living With The Land soundtrack at home, I can close my eyes and literally just place myself in the park—it sends me to a time where I don’t need to stress, I just get to eat chicken tenders, and spend time with my family. Music, for me, is that instant connection. And it translates into the park, too, so as soon as I stepped onto Main Street U.S.A. and heard the music this past trip, it instantly gave me a sense of being ‘home.’ While I like the new EPCOT entrance music, I can understand why some people were so livid that it changed—because if you heard that on a trip that really meant a lot to you (and created a positive association with it), listened to it at home to make you feel like you were back in Disney (reinforcing that association), and then got to Disney expecting to hear it… and the music was different… that’s a bit of a shock to the system. It’s like coming home and someone painted your house without you knowing—it’s still your house, but it doesn’t feel the same.”

And finally: the smells! This is one of the most effective manipulative strategies the parks employ. Walt wanted guests to smell buttered popcorn the minute they walked into the park—just like when they walked into the movie theater—emphasizing and confirming the feeling that they were about to see a “show.” And Disney actively pumps certain scents through those smellizer vents in areas of their parks and on certain rides to solidify sense of place.

Disney guests will often talk about the smell of “Rome burning” on Spaceship Earth, the ride that forms the inside foundation of the giant geodesic sphere in EPCOT. (It’s actually the library at Alexandria in Egypt that’s burning, but guests mix it up all the time as the narration mentions Rome when you first smell that distinctive campfire scent… again, your brain playing tricks on you.) That one olfactory memory will bring Disney Adults immediately back to that particular scene anytime they happen to smell the smoke from a backyard bonfire. Elsewhere in EPCOT, as well as the other parks, the scents of cinnamon apple pie, jasmine, roses, cut grass, and other triggering aromas tease guests into gardens and shops.

Even when Disney doesn’t try to trick your brain with scent, it still happens. Some Disney World smells stick with you even if they’re utterly random! Popcorn and waffle cones make sense in a theme park. But there’s a particular perfume sold at the Norway pavilion in the World Showcase, and every time I smell that scent—no matter where I am in the world—I’ll think of EPCOT. That’s true for thousands upon thousands of Disney Adults, you mark my words. We all have that derelict bottle of perfume in our cabinets.

One of the most heavily memorized scents in the parks is in the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. As soon as you enter the queue, you’ll smell a quintessential musty water scent—that’s bromine, the chemical used to keep the water clean. But to thousands of us, that scent reminds us of a cave filled with skeletons and tarnishing treasure.

It’s a detail that lingers in memory long after the experience is over. And, again, those sense memories make us want to return, especially when they are echoed in real life. Disney has even developed specific combinations of scents for their resort hotels, prompting that “This smells like Beach Club” when you encounter those smells elsewhere. Then when we do return, the very specific scents make us feel comfortable and at home. Every detail of our future memories is engineered and in place.

As former Imagineer Brian B. put it, “The guests come in [and] they’re able to be part of the story. They’re not distracted by some lack of detail that other themed experiences have when you go to other parks. And that’s not to say other parks don’t have it. I mean, Universal does some great stuff, too. It’s not just something that Imagineers can do and no one else, but it’s all Imagineers do, and it’s all they think about.”

Disney is designed to stimulate. Even overstimulate. And this sensory overload might explain why so many of us actually remember our time in Disney parks so vividly. Former Imagineer Jon D. notes, “You’re involved completely in the surroundings. What’s overstimulating is that kinetic energy going on all the time and keeping you interested—and you really don’t realize it until you go to some parks that don’t have that.”

Everything at Disney is bigger, brighter, and more infused with visuals, smells, feelings, flavors, and sounds than what you typically have to process. And throwing all of that at your brain makes it work harder—and develop faster. A 2022 study mapping neuronal activity when in a new environment showed that so-called novel environments increase activity in both the hippocampus (organizes information) and the parietal cortex (spatial processing and movement).11 This kind of brain activation might explain what regular park-goers have noticed for years: sometimes really big events just happen to take place at Disney parks (John Lennon signing the dissolution of the Beatles at Disney World’s Polynesian Village Resort, and Nixon’s “I am not a crook!” speech at Disney’s Contemporary Resort in Disney World, included).

I’ve got plenty of anecdotal evidence from Disney Adults claiming that they, or their kids, took their first steps in Disney World, or said their first words. And believe it or not, this actually makes scientific sense. While it’s fun to attribute this to the “Magic of Disney,” in fact, when our brains are heavily engaged in super-saturated surroundings, they kind of become… superbrains. A simultaneous increase in memory consolidation, learning ability, and movement initiation would readily explain why little ones are more able to jump-start new skills. So, yes. Babies walk for the first time in Disney World because their neurons are firing differently than they are in their typical surroundings at home. Exposure to the new and different can give our brains the push they need to take a literal and figurative step further. Disney World has also been credited with making people fall in love, which, again, can be sourced back to synapses and neurons. (So maybe taking your crush to Disney World is a good idea after all. Just make sure you’re really into them, because you might be stuck with them after this.)

Even on the other end of the age spectrum, Disney parks offer adults their own brain benefits. Those same novel environments “could be a potential mechanism to slow age-related decline of memory,”12 keeping park-goers of all ages mentally firing on all cylinders.
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We humans are social animals, and that means a lot of our hobbies have community components. The Disney Adult tribe is no different. While we all have reasons why we want to return to the parks and rewatch the movies, for many of us, it is the Disney Adult community that fills in the gaps between all of that consumption. And it’s the Disney Adult community that dictates our status as part of the tribe. Kind of like what you experience as part of a church community or a very well-established club or guild.

There’s been some chatter in recent years about people treating Disney like a religion, or a sacred space, and whether that’s cool or not cool. Academics have been talking about this for years—the Memorial University of Newfoundland is just one of several universities that teach an entire course on it—and mainstream media has smooshed “religion” and “Disney” into headlines.

Jodi Eichler-Levine, a professor of religious studies at Lehigh University in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (and who also happens to teach a course on religion and Disney), is one of the experts in the whole Disney × religion conversation. “The way I approach religion is as an area where people make deep meaning in their lives, a space of community, and a space of the extraordinary. So you can see the ways that the various productions of The Walt Disney Company meet that kind of definition,” she notes.13

It’s absolutely true that people make pilgrimages to Walt Disney World. They scatter ashes of their loved ones in the Haunted Mansion (despite the cast members saying over and over that if this happens, they just have to stop the ride and go vacuum them up). Fans get married there. They take one last trip there before they die. And they even buy funeral urns etched with images of Disney World’s Cinderella Castle. Now, I’m not here to make a judgment call about Disney’s suitability as someone’s literal religion—I have a hard time even defining the word “religion.” But I personally have a strong background in church communities and can make a few comparisons. The Disney Adult community is basically a cross between your high school youth group and the Plastics from the movie Mean Girls. Which isn’t to say that it’s in some way inferior. What I’m saying is that it is a typical, established community: encouraging, supportive, and joyful, with some heavy-handed dashes of drama, jealousy, social attack, hierarchy, and scandal.

I attended an intensely religious private college, and then became a nondenominational missionary after graduating. Communities formed via religious beliefs and institutions are based on ritual; shared ethics, laws or rules, and morals; and a well-defined understanding of what the tribe values and what they’re striving to attain—whether that be education, experience, enlightenment, knowledge, converts, money, or status, for example—and how to get those things. Disney Adults do not exist in a vacuum. With the advent of, first, the internet, and now social media, they have built a well-defined online community that has its own evolving set of values and status symbols. They support one another fiercely, celebrate wins and mourn losses, and gossip about each other like it’s a second job. They judge your collection of Disney merchandise, humble-brag about how many Disney hotels they’ve stayed in, and create GoFundMe pages and full-on charities to help one another when things are tough. It’s exactly the kind of community those researchers are always saying you should belong to—the ones that help you to live to age 140 or whatever. I’ve got a lot more to say about this in Chapter 5, but it’s an important cornerstone in how many of us became Disney Adults, and a good commentary on how your tribe, your club, or your borderline cult can become a greater influence than the initial gateway of the hobby itself.

This fits right into Nick Yee’s theory of why people engage in online games: social interaction, community, and achievement—because that achievement is based entirely on the values of the tribe. It gives me absolutely zero benefit in the real world to know that Disneyland is The Happiest Place on Earth and Disney World is The Most Magical Place on Earth. It does not matter to literally anyone at the PTA meeting at my kid’s school that I can track the trajectory of the price of a Mickey Bar in Magic Kingdom from memory. Nobody… let me repeat, nobody… cares that I know where in EPCOT’s Guardians of the Galaxy: Cosmic Rewind you can find a hidden tribute to the Universe of Energy that says “Alex, Ellen, E=MC2, and Dino.”14 But let me tell you right now—in the Disney Adult community, if you don’t know that, you’ve got a while before you get to “elder” status.
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Community is critical. It’s important for health, well-being, mental stability, and motivation. This is well documented. And for so many of us who are Disney Adults, community is hard to come by in our day-to-day lives. A lot of us are “other.” We’re weirdos and outsiders when it comes to more standard or socially acceptable hobbies. And a lot of us fit in just fine with our towns and villages, but yearn for a community that understands this other piece of our heart. So once we find it, we’re delighted, and we become embedded and enmeshed. Which simply gives us more space for our Disney Adulthood to flourish.


HOW DO THEY DO IT?

Disney has achieved what every company dreams of achieving: building an army of dedicated, loyal fans who (while they can be a pain in the butt once in a while) spread their gospel far and wide, initiating new devotees into the fold on a regular basis. How does Disney do it?

Serotonin, dopamine, endorphins, and love.

Just kidding. Serotonin, dopamine, endorphins, and money.

A Disney vacation is rich in the release of all kinds of brain chemicals that give you reason to want to repeat the experience: serotonin (sunlight and exercise), dopamine (achievement, novel experiences, and rest and relaxation), and endorphins (laughing, great food, physical exertion). So does Disney know all of this? And do they have some sort of secret lab where they throw in the right ingredients and come up with rides and hotels and restaurants that force my subconscious to give them more money? How does Disney parlay our cerebral secretions into an addictive experience for so many of us?

What the Imagineers create often seems like literal magic. When people are willing to wait in line for two or three hours for a two- or three-minute ride—when people pay to see the same movie over and over again—there’s no way to define it as anything but a smash hit. So how do Imagineers know how to create blockbusters consistently?

Short answer: they don’t. As is the case with success of just about any kind, they succeed because they’re willing to work harder than everyone else.

In his book One Little Spark, Imagineer Marty Sklar notes, “The key reason attractions like Disneyland’s Enchanted Tiki Room and the Adventureland Jungle Cruise are still entertaining guests more than half a century after their debuts is that no one settled for ‘good enough’ in the design phase.”

Recently, The New York Times asked blockbuster songwriter Lin-Manuel Miranda (best known for the Broadway sensation Hamilton and the earworm-heavy soundtracks for Moana and Encanto) about the formula for creating hit song after hit song. He had a great answer (because of course he did, Miranda is a word genius). “The first draft I wrote for ‘How Far I’ll Go’ [from Moana] was a song called ‘More,’ and it was just not specific enough. The thing [Disney lyricist] Howard Ashman was so good at was writing lyrics that were so specific that they became universal. The song ‘Part of Your World’ [from The Little Mermaid] works because Ariel’s looking for the human words the whole time. That’s the goal we’re chasing—the actual feeling of a train of thought.”15

And I would take that one step further to add in that Disney finds the unexpected common denominator—the relatable thing that nobody ever talks about, but is still universal—in their stories, and brings that to the surface. There is a tummy-flipping realness when you find out that you’re not alone in your most private thoughts, struggles, and mundane behaviors. When you can nail down that relatability as a creator, I think you’re halfway to enchanting your audience already.

Disney’s success and ability to create raving fans is the result of taking every aspect of design one step further than they have to. It’s a bunch of theory and storytelling philosophy coupled with architecture, imagination, materials, design, and traffic flow. “You package it all into an attraction and hope the guests love it, but they normally do because you put 110 percent into it,” says former Imagineer Brian B.
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Disney as a company has been around for a hundred years, which means we’re seeing the effect of the first few generations that were raised on its products. But with social media amplifying their choices, coupled with the siren song of escapism and purity that Disney promises, you can see why it would be a very sexy fandom for a pandemic anxiety−riddled Gen Z, and a Gen Alpha who has been brought up with active shooter drills since kindergarten and, later, pandemic-era isolation. Who wouldn’t want to bury their head in the sand of a magical world that promises good outcomes… even blessedly predictable outcomes… after being fired in the crucible that is the 2020s? Don’t we all deserve a little relief? Even if it’s fictional and fabricated?

Disney has now had several generations pledge their fandom energy, and every generation has a different “the way things used to be.” But what the data shows is that even frustrated fans remain fans. The pull seems to be too great for many of us to break ties with the company that is responsible for much of our happiness. And we’re starting to see more and more adults in the parks—with and without kids.

“If you go to the parks post pandemic America, you see a lot of single adults. You also see a lot of millennials and Gen-Xers there without children. And I think maybe culturally, as a society, we’re having less children. And I think Disney is responding to that,” says journalist Todd Martens. “I think especially at Disneyland, in 2014, there wasn’t a decent beer or a decent cocktail. And in the span of a decade, you can get all these grown-up things that you could get at nice restaurants. At Disneyland that wasn’t a thing. So I do think that they recognize that it is a place increasingly being visited by adults or adults without children.

“And I noticed a significant change in people going to Disneyland with the sixtieth anniversary, the diamond anniversary. There was something that was happening with our current generation. We were coming out of a recession; people had less money to spend on extravagant vacations. So a day trip at Disneyland was suddenly an affordable vacation. That was certainly true for me. I lost a job, I suffered a pay cut, and I was still able to scrounge up enough money for an Annual Pass, so Disneyland just became how I ‘vacationed.’ ”

Anecdotal evidence and popular magazine articles claim consistently that Disney Adults are overrunning the parks. In the study done by Amelia Tait, 42.7 percent of the 1,315 Disney Adult respondents said they did not have children. But, just for funsies, my team at Disney Food Blog decided to run an informal study of our own. Our theme park reporters took careful track of how many adults without children we saw in line to meet characters in the parks, over the course of about ten days. Now, sure, we’re skewing our data a little here. Many Disney Adults don’t even care about meeting characters, so this data likely—and significantly—underestimates how many adults without kids there are visiting the parks. But we’re always up for a challenge, and what we found out was fascinating. Nearly a quarter, on average, of the Disney park guests waiting in line to meet characters were adults without children. And for some of the characters we tracked (e.g., Buzz Lightyear from Toy Story and Sulley from Monsters, Inc.), the number was higher—closing in on 50 percent.
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A growing number of adults are willing to embrace the nostalgia of their childhood and are happy to do so at a theme park. “I want to surround myself with people who want to play and want to be silly,” says Todd Martens. “I think Disney theme parks allow us to play at, sort of, heightened versions of ourselves and be a little silly. And as I’ve heard Imagineers say, it allows you to ‘feel comfortable enough to wear a silly hat.’ ”

Is this Disney’s future game plan? Will this obsession grow with each successive generation the way that it has over the past hundred years? And is Disney counting on that growth for their longevity? If there’s one thing Disney doesn’t do, it is rest on its laurels. Or, maybe they do that once in a while, but eventually things get shaken up and they begin to innovate. In the nineties, Michael Eisner acquired ESPN and ABC, launched Disney into the cruise ship industry, and spearheaded the still-profitable-today nineties animation renaissance. In the 2000s, Bob Iger bought Pixar, Lucasfilm, 20th Century Fox, Searchlight Pictures, and more. Now Disney is hedging their bets (literally) on sports and sports betting, streaming, and a highly expanded set of experiences like theme park growth and a bevy of new cruise ships. From the days of Walt Disney, the company has not let moss grow under its feet. And while its fans keep yearning for “what used to be,” Disney knows that we’ll get over it. And we’ll probably love what they create next even more.



	I. Name has been changed for anonymity.
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What’s the telltale sign of a Disney Adult? Sequin Mickey Mouse ears? Empty bank accounts? Popcorn-buckets-turned-fanny-packs? (Literally. I told you popcorn buckets were a big deal. Certain releases can be a huge status symbol in the parks.) People dressed up as cartoon characters? Sometimes. And sometimes… not at all.

Wall Street Journal writer Hannah Sampson painted with a broad brush when she answered my question about whether Disney Adults are relegated to a specific generation. With the previous discussion of the nineties golden age of Disney, are Disney Adults all just millennials? “I think just given the boomers and Gen X, the grandparents who are there without their grandchildren, who I see when I’m there, I think it’s much broader. It’s every generation basically.”

While there are clear tells for some Disney Adults, lots of us aren’t recognizable as such to the naked eye. Disney Adults don’t often display their feathers, so to speak, in their real world. Unless they’re at the Happiest (California) or Most Magical (Florida) Place on Earth, you’d never really know about their obsession. The doctor doing your colonoscopy probably isn’t wearing Donald Duck scrubs, but he may have been on literally forty Disney cruises. The pilot on your flight from Cleveland to Salt Lake doesn’t have a Mickey balloon tattoo, but she holds Annual Passes to every Disney park and has a collection of Minnie ear headbands. Your priest? He’s got that Mickey balloon tattoo. But you’ll likely never see it.

The responses I get when I ask Disney fans “Are you a Disney Adult?” are varied. But people are sufficiently concerned about claiming the moniker that their responses often include a qualifier.

“I guess I’m a Disney Adult, but I don’t do weird stuff like cry when I see the castle.”

“I’m sort of a Disney Adult, but I don’t have a ton of popcorn buckets or whatever.”

“Well, if you mean am I an adult who likes Disney, then yes. But I’m not that kind of Disney Adult.”

Most of us are terrified of being painted with the “obsessed” brush. But the concept of the Disney Adult that has been created and distributed through viral social media posts, skit-based parodies, and sensational journalism is mostly a caricature. Disney Adulthood—specifically the way it’s manifested—is a dynamic spectrum, and there are extremes at the ends of the bell curve in every community including this one. But you’ve seen those extremes. That’s probably why you’re reading this book. And while we’ll discuss those elsewhere, this little corner of the book is a place for me to introduce you to some unique Disney Adults you may not be as familiar with… or even expecting.

In the same way that other hobbyists specialize—you only collect porcelain dolls, they only visit World War II battlefields—Disney Adults have different passions. For some, it’s theme parks and theme park history. For others, it’s merchandise and collecting, or “Disneybounding,” i.e., choosing clothing and outfits inspired by Disney characters and rides. For still others, it’s tattoos, or Disney animated films, or original Disney parade music. But none of these things make up the whole of a Disney Adult’s personality. As with any fandom or hobby or passion, its job is to add extra color and brightness—maybe definition, motivation, or inspiration if you’re lucky—to the complex and evolving masterpiece that is your life. Seeing how some Disney Adults incorporate their fandom into their lifestyles can give a much better picture of what this subculture is really about than looking at memes or watching a skit.

Enough chitchat—let’s explore the motivations, decisions, and day-to-day lives of several Disney Adults that collectively represent a much larger swath of the subculture. They’re pretty cool people.


[image: ] LADY CHAPPELLE

The video call clicks on and I see a bright, sun-saturated studio filled with plants. In the center of the space is what looks like a massage table, and next to it is a little cart filled with various bottles and tubes and what looks like a gun. Everything is shrouded in plastic wrap.

“Hold on! Wait a second!” says a cheerful, British-accented voice. The image on the screen turns sideways, then back to vertical, and then fills up with two grinning women waving at me.

We’re at the Hideaway Tattoo in San Diego waving back at Angharad Wilmer-Chappelle, also known as Lady Chappelle, and her tattoo client for the afternoon, Holly. Lady Chappelle is a transplant to San Diego, moving in 2023 from Birmingham, UK, to follow a dream of setting up shop as a Disney-exclusive tattoo artist in California. Yep. You heard that right. She’s Disney-exclusive, which means that she will only bring on clients who want Disney-related tattoos. And believe it or not, she’s one of hundreds who specialize this way.

Holly hops up on the table in the middle of the room. She’s got several Disney tattoos already, and will soon have Lady Chappelle start working on her “sleeve.” This will eventually showcase all of her favorite rides and areas in Disney theme parks, like Tower of Terror, Galaxy’s Edge, Indiana Jones, and Peter Pan. But today’s ink is smaller and very special. Holly has decided to get the image of Star, a primary character from Disney’s animated film Wish, on her arm.

Lady Chappelle holds the artwork, outlined in purple on a piece of transfer paper, up to the camera for me to inspect. The image of Star looks slightly unfinished and… mobile—like it’s itching to jump off the page. It reminds me of what you’d see on a Disney artist’s drafting table in the middle of a long session of animating a particularly energetic scene. There are guidelines peeking out, which animators use to maintain perspective and consistency when they’re building characters; the character lines look like they’ve been drawn over a few times in different spots, giving the effect of changes taking place right there while you’re watching.

The finished artwork—what Star will eventually become once color and accents are added—is just as mobile and exciting as the initial drawing. Colors are collaborative but splotchy, like ink blots, defining the shadows and shades of the character. Lines aren’t defined, but instead look like pencil sketches—ready to be erased and redrawn at any moment if the character needs to fly a different direction or wink its other eye instead. It’s energetic, a little chaotic, and wholly endearing. Which is Lady Chappelle’s style.

The Disney animator sketch style is a hallmark of Chappelle’s artwork, and the seed was planted on her first visit to Disney World as a little girl. “I walked into MGM Studios, and the first place I would go is the animation hall. Mom and Dad would have to tear me away from watching animators draw. I started sketching the Disney characters, and that’s what I do now. Like concept art—animator sketching. I always wanted to be an animator.” When she was developing her style, Chappelle’s mentor once asked her, “What are you passionate about?” And she’s been doing this ever since. “If I love it, I’m going to be doing a good job because I care.”

Chappelle is one of many UK-born Disney fans. In fact, there are so many visitors to Disney World from the UK that it’s hardly rare to hear a UK accent in the middle of the Magic Kingdom. One of my favorite travel writers, Bill Bryson, documents this phenomenon in his book Notes from a Small Island:


The fact is that the British have a totally private sense of distance. This is most visibly seen in the shared pretense that Britain is a lonely island in the middle of an empty green sea. Of course, the British are all aware, in an abstract sort of way, that there is a substantial landmass called Europe nearby and that from time to time it is necessary to go over there to give old Jerry a drubbing or have a holiday in the sun, but it’s not nearby in any meaningful sense in the way that, say, Disney World is.



I wanted you to read that quote mostly because Bill Bryson is a master and it’s a hilarious line, but, really, it’s true! Nearly 10 percent of all international visitors to Central Florida are from the UK—about 1.2 million per year and climbing. Disney Adults are everywhere. The biggest concentrations have always been in North and South America and Europe, but visitor numbers are rising significantly from the Middle East and Asia. And The Walt Disney Company’s operating income is growing in Europe and Asia as well.

Disney’s dominance is growing, too. Eight out of the ten most visited theme parks in the world are Disney parks. And the numbers aren’t tiny even at the international parks. While Magic Kingdom in Florida and Disneyland in California topped out at over 17 million guests each in 2023, Tokyo Disneyland saw 15.1 million, Shanghai Disneyland welcomed 14 million, and Tokyo DisneySea counted 12.4 million guests in 2023.1

Disney is currently in the process of a major global expansion for their cruise line as well. They’ve launched cruises in Europe, Australia, and New Zealand and just announced brand-new ships that will sail exclusively out of Singapore and Japan. This is part of a whopping eight new ships being added to the fleet over the next ten years, nearly tripling the size of Disney Cruise Line.

Lady Chappelle quickly and easily aligns the artwork onto Holly’s arm, and within seconds the purply-black guideline image is on her skin. This moment in the process of getting a tattoo is always terrifying in my opinion. This is your last chance. The last moment that you can change your mind before ink is injected into your skin, permanently marking you with whatever you happen to love at that particular time in your day, week, or year of your life. It’s simultaneously fleeting and oh so very final.

And that’s kind of the point. Tattoos are a permanent recognition of one part of your life—one element of who you are. But you can have more than one tattoo. You can have more than one thing you love. And sometimes those things are diametrically opposed, but that doesn’t mean they’re not both true. I find it kind of refreshing that we can wholly own being obsessed with something so completely that we want to permanently mark our bodies with it, but we also (hopefully) understand that that obsession could abate and even disappear over the course of our lives. My opinion has always been that, even if it does abate or disappear, it was a part of us at one time, affecting our choices and our direction. It’s still a part of our history, which is what a tattoo commemorates. It’s kind of like recording your kids’ heights on the wall as they grow up. It demonstrates the passage of time. And for many Disney Adults, choosing a Disney tattoo holds a similar appeal: you’re both showing off what you love to the world, but also documenting a specific time in your life.

I ask Chappelle what made her decide to take the risk of paring down to just Disney-related tattooing. “I niched in on Disney very early. There was nothing I could have done that would have matched the fulfillment that gave me. You have to follow your soul’s purpose as an artist.” But it didn’t hurt that this direction was also lucrative. “Anytime I put Disney tattoos on my Instagram, people loved it,” she says. “I booked up in two days.”

Lady Chappelle now has the tattoo machine loaded up and ready to go. When people have a vision of creating a “sleeve” of tattoos (covering a whole arm), it can take hours upon hours of work and several sessions over time. Today, Holly is just getting Star as her starting point, considered a small tattoo by Chappelle and one that can be completed in a couple of hours. As Chappelle concentrates on her work, I begin to chat with Holly—a California local from way back. “My husband and I met on a dating app when he was geotagged to Disneyland!”

Holly has been through this whole tattoo thing many times before, and isn’t nearly as existential as I am regarding what’s about to happen. She continues telling me about her husband, a fellow Disney Adult. “It’s so nice to have someone to come home and chat about Disney with,” she says, confirming that he’s just as obsessed as she is with all things Disney, and Star Wars, too. We’re chatting about how some Star Wars fans can be supercilious about the original trilogy compared to the seventh, eighth, and ninth installments of the films, but Holly claims her husband likes to say, “New Star Wars is better than no Star Wars!” Now that the tattoo needle is buzzing away, I ask: “Do you experience a lot of negativity as a Disney Adult?”

“I get a lot of eye rolls,” says Holly. “ ‘Oh my gosh you’re one of those.’ People that don’t get it don’t get it and you have to move on from it. It helps that I have a lot of people around me that have a similar mentality.”

Lady Chappelle finishes a “foot” point on Star and chimes in that personal relationships aren’t a problem for her, but “there can be artists who disparage you for tattooing Disney. They claim you’re not creating the art for yourself, you’re just taking it off Google.”

These responses aren’t hugely surprising. As Disney Adults, most of us have seen the eye rolls, the raised eyebrows, and the holier-than-thou responses when people find out that we spend our money going to Disney theme parks (when we “could be going to Europe”), collecting Disney merchandise, and writing all that Wizards of Waverly Place fan fiction (no? just me?). And I can absolutely see how some artists would disparage others for choosing a subject that wasn’t considered bespoke. But Holly says something next that kind of blows my mind.

“There are definitely people that are to the extreme, and if that makes you happy, please be happy. But some of them are borderline rude to those who ‘aren’t at their level.’ ” Holly isn’t talking about getting negative reactions from non−Disney Adults about her obsession anymore. She’s talking about Disney fans berating other Disney fans for not being… Disney enough.

“Nobody likes a show-off,” says Lady Chappelle. “It’s one thing when you’re proud of what you’ve got and achieved, but people share it to say they’re better than someone. ‘We’re Disney Vacation Club members and we don’t have to align with all the riffraff at Disney.’ ” According to these two, the negativity around being a Disney Adult doesn’t always come from people who don’t understand; it can come from people who understand all too well—and that’s not an isolated feeling.

Holly and Lady Chappelle were some of the first Disney Adults I chatted with for this book, and while I was surprised to hear this opinion from them, it was repeated over and over again throughout my research. So if you understand what they’re referencing, don’t worry—we’ll talk a lot more about that bombshell later on.

Lady Chappelle finishes up the outline of Star and smears ointment onto the raised, red skin sporting the new design. “When you reminisce about the old days when Walt started it all,” she says, “his ethos was ‘I want Disney to be accessible to everyone.’ Now it’s toxic—keeping up with it all. ‘You’re not a big enough Disney fan if you haven’t seen this movie.’ [Other Disney fans] get sad for me when they find out I don’t have an Annual Pass to the parks. It’s not your business, it doesn’t matter.”

Lady Chappelle wraps Holly’s arm with plastic wrap to keep the moisture in. The tattoo will heal for three or four weeks before Holly comes back in to have color added to the design. She hops down from the tattooing table, and we all smile and wave as we pose for a video call selfie. And even though I’ve just met them, I feel like I’ve known them forever. It’s a good start, but it also reminds me that there’s so much more to Disney Adults than meets the eye. There’s always more to explore.
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Julia is on the northeast coast in Maine. A “Fresh Oysters” sign on the wall of her sitting room reminds me of the old town of Portland, where she lives—a place of gray winters, rag wool sweaters, and fresh seafood in hot bisques. She lives with her boyfriend and two cats, Obiwan and Anakin.

“My family is a big Disney family. We go all the time. In the fall of 2016 the [EPCOT Food and Wine Festival] Wine and Dine Marathon series came around, and it was my cousin’s thirteenth birthday. My aunt was going to run the full marathon. My cousin was going to run the half marathon. I decided to run the 10K. I probably should have done the 5K, but I decided to do the 10.”

Lots of people run races. And lots of people run runDisney races—the race series that Disney hosts that lets participants run through their theme parks. Julia’s story wouldn’t be that unique if it wasn’t for the fact that she’s an above-knee amputee, having lost her leg when she was just eighteen.

“I decided I was going to do it. It was this whole big family trip/event/weekend thing. I got one of those little blade legs and honestly I actually did very minimal training.”

When we talk, milky light comes through the window behind her office chair. But when she talks about the accident, it’s in stark juxtaposition to the peacefulness of the background.

“Yeah, so right now I am twenty-seven, and when I was eighteen, I was in a car accident. Unfortunately, it was just wrong place, wrong time. I was hit by a car when I was walking on the sidewalk. I was down at my grandparents’ beach house and it was right after dinner. My cousin and I were going to go play mini golf. If where I’m sitting is the house”—she motions to her office chair—“that column behind me”—she points to an exposed beam about five feet behind her—“is where the accident happened. So I didn’t make it very far. An old lady was trying to parallel park and she mixed up the pedals and instead of hitting the brake, she hit the gas. She was in reverse and hopped the curb and pinned me to a tree. Unfortunately, I was conscious for the whole thing. So once I kind of realized what had happened, I just instinctively started screaming. Obviously shock set in, so it really didn’t hurt that bad at first, which was nice. (Once I got to the ambulance and the helicopter ride to the hospital, the shock started to wear off.) But it was definitely traumatic.”

Julia is telling me this in a tone that can only be described as blasé. She’s told this story dozens of times. Maybe hundreds. So for her, it’s old news. And even though I sort of knew what was coming—she’d tipped me off in a social media direct message about her story—I was still horrified.

“So the leg was the worst of it,” Julia continues, “but I fractured a bunch of ribs. Both of my lungs collapsed. I fractured my pelvis. I had internal bleeding, in my liver, my pancreas, pretty much everywhere. The only reason that I literally didn’t die from bleeding out on the spot was because there happened to be a trauma nurse right across the street who heard the impact and came over and literally held my femoral artery shut until the paramedics got there, which thankfully was very quickly.

“They gave me a tourniquet, and that’s when I was like, okay, maybe this is bad that I’m getting a combat tourniquet put on me in the middle of New Jersey. At first, I just thought it was a really bad break due to the shock kicking in and not feeling much pain in the initial moments postcrash. But when I was in the ambulance and they asked me to move my toes, I couldn’t. That’s when I knew it was worse than a break. They decided to helicopter me to the nearest hospital in Atlantic City, so I started to mentally prepare myself for the very high chance I’d be facing something as serious as an amputation. I was hoping they’d be able to keep the knee, but they could not. They tried to, but it didn’t work. So that is how I became an above-knee amputee.”

I probably would have let my life collapse afterward if this were me, but Julia is made of stronger stuff.

“So I very quickly was like, okay, leg’s not coming back,” she says, “so try to just make the most of it. You can very easily just let that destroy your life. And I was so young at the time, I didn’t want that to happen. Right after I woke up from my surgery, I started calling the little nub from my leg ‘Nemo.’ [Nemo’s] got a little fin, and I have my little nub. I didn’t like that a lot of people would call it either a ‘stump’ or a ‘residual limb,’ which is the technical term. And I thought, ‘I’m not a tree, so I don’t want to call it a stump; and residual limb is too proper.’ So I made up a mix between Nemo and my little nub, which also helped.

“I used to be very active and I played ice hockey for ten years actually, so I knew I wanted to stay active still.” This is where the runDisney 10K race comes in. “Why I chose running, I don’t know. I had never run before.”

Incredibly, this was just a year after the accident. And while it’s tempting to say that Julia was “inspired” by her love of Disney to run the race—especially in a book like this—I don’t think that’s what happened. Julia seems to have been inspired by… well… Julia. She decided that losing a leg wasn’t going to equate to losing her life, and so it didn’t. Her family happened to be running these races, she thought it would be fun—or at least an interesting challenge—so she jumped in with both feet. Well, with foot and blade. The leg was a secondary annoyance—in the same way that runners with asthma know they need to bring their inhaler or runners with thigh rub make sure to have their chafe stick.

“I ran through an organization called TAPS, which is Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors. They provide comfort, care, and resources to those grieving the death of a military loved one. And Disney was supportive, too, but I didn’t realize what they actually offer for people like me.

“I can’t remember the technical term, but [Disney] offered a human guide. It was a cast member that volunteered to run with you if you needed assistance. And I actually didn’t know that that was an option until maybe the day before the race. So the fact that I was able to get one so last-minute was amazing. And I absolutely loved this man. His name was Taylor, and he was so nice. He really helped me through the whole thing.”

I wonder aloud how it felt to run the race. It had to be painful, right?

“It was definitely painful. Actually, [Taylor] ended up giving me a piggyback ride for part of it because I was just so tired, and it hurt, and it was a lot more running than I thought. I ended up pretty much dead last. I would run a little bit and then I would walk a little bit and I’d try and run some more and then he’d carry me a little bit.

“After the race I got a tattoo to commemorate the accomplishment. It’s a quote from Gusteau in Ratatouille, and it says, ‘If you focus on what you’ve left behind you will never be able to see what lies ahead!’ ”

Julia has been a Disney fan since she was eight months old, when her parents adopted her from Russia. “I’m pretty sure my first Disney trip was later that year. I was less than a year old. It was the twenty-fifth anniversary. I have a picture of me on my dad’s shoulders as a little baby in front of the castle.”

When I ask her why she keeps getting drawn back to Disney, she notes, “It’s a way to be nostalgic and to heal your inner child. At least that’s how I see it. So I feel like I just always had very positive memories there. I guess if I’m sad and I want to make myself feel better, I can always go pop on a Disney movie.”

But nostalgia isn’t the only thing Julia returns to Disney for these days. There are also very real, practical reasons it’s a perfect destination for her specifically. “Apparently [in other theme parks] sometimes people with prosthetics aren’t able to go on rides.”

This is absolutely true. Universal Orlando Resort has several attractions that require guests to remove all prosthetics before they ride, as do Six Flags parks.

“It’s just traumatic to have to take off a limb and then draw attention to yourself. My prosthetic leg now is fully waterproof, but it wasn’t always. If I ever wanted to go swimming, I would have to take my leg off and either have someone carry me or get crutches or just hop. And I hated doing that because that drew a lot of attention.”

Disney parks, however, have no current attractions that require guests to remove prosthetics. “I never felt like I was treated any differently because of my leg,” says Julia. “I get a few more questions, like ‘can you walk down stairs,’ but that is understandable.”

And while Disney is obviously a big part of Julia’s life, and it’s a major part of how her family bonds together, she still sees it as just one element of who she is. This is another reason why she wanted to be part of this book.

“I don’t want it to be my whole life because Disney Adults get a lot of flak and a lot of people think they’re weird. I guess I’m trying to prove to people that you don’t have to be absolutely consumed by it and it’s your whole life. There are people who have boundaries with it. For a long time, I hated telling people I liked Disney. I would not have anything in my house that was Disney. And I think that was probably just an insecurity thing. And then once I worked through that and I was like, ‘Literally, who cares? People are going to hate it no matter what, just live your life.’ Then that helped me get more comfortable.

“And I think part of the reason it’s not my whole entire life is because I’m a little nervous I would get sick of it and I would ruin it for myself. I don’t want that. So I do try to limit it that way. I still kind of have that nostalgic feeling and something to look forward to and something that I know I like.”
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“I loved those moments of leaving the park in the early morning. Just walking down Main Street, hearing the music and seeing the park when it’s completely empty. It’s probably one of the best sunrises. It was surreal. I’d walk from where the flagpole is and straight down to the castle, then I walked by the Matterhorn and back to Toontown. Seeing it all empty with the rides on and cast members starting the run-through with the lights. I’ll always remember that.”

Kyle is a thirty-two-year-old Disneyland EMT with dark hair and a bright smile, and he bears more than a passing resemblance to the animated Aladdin. In fact, when he was a kid, he thought Aladdin must share his Filipino heritage because of it. He was so happy that there was another Filipino on-screen; but then he went to the Philippines as a kid and wondered where all the sand was. From that anecdote, I knew he’d been familiar with Disney for a long time.

“I’ve been going to Disneyland since I was a kid. I think my family got my brother, my sister, and me Annual Passes back when I was in elementary school. I remember going to the Disneyland Hotel as a kid. Not to stay, but to take Christmas photos in front of a tree with the family. It used to be a thing for us.”

After the family trips, Kyle started to go to Disneyland with a group of college buddies from UCLA. The group grew from six or seven guys to twenty or thirty plus—complete with detailed schedules of who was going and who was driving.

“After I graduated from UCLA, I then obtained my EMT license and wished there was a way I could somehow work at Disney. I always dreamed of working at Disney.” Funnily enough, when Kyle was visiting the World Showcase in EPCOT in Disney World for vacation, he saw a posting for an EMT in Disneyland. “I remember the exact moment. I was in the China pavilion, and on my phone I saw the posting for Disneyland EMT. But I hadn’t had a job as an EMT yet; and they required, I think, two years’ experience at the time. I applied anyway, and I got rejected, obviously. So I went and got experience.”

Two years later, Kyle saw the posting again, and he was in.

Now, come on. If you’re an EMT… at Disneyland… what is that like? I wondered. Lots of thrill ride−induced heart attacks? Bloody fistfights over who gets the last Nightmare Before Christmas popcorn bucket? Pyrotechnic burns during the castle fireworks?

“I think it’s probably the most fun job,” he says. “I would help out the nurses at first, giving out Band-Aids or helping when guests needed medical assistance—like if they rolled their ankle or tripped and fell. But what got interesting was when the park closed.”

Here we go! I thought. Here’s where the secrets are about to come out!

“Part of working at night involved driving a decked-out Chevy Equinox (with Disneyland First Aid decals and emergency lights) around the actual parks, Disneyland and California Adventure. I would just drive down Main Street. It was so cool. I would have to check the Automated External Defibrillators near the restrooms to make sure those were in working order and working condition. If there was a restroom, there was a defibrillator nearby. It’s a safety thing.”

Well, okay. I think we can all agree that no news is good news when it comes to being an EMT just about anywhere… even a theme park. And driving a massive truck down Main Street kind of sounds fun, I’ll admit.

There’s more to the job, though. “We EMTs and nurses teach CPR. We have classes for the cast members and many of them are now CPR certified,” says Kyle. “If someone collapses or goes into cardiac arrest, early CPR and early shock from the defibrillator can make a huge difference. Usually there are cast members around the different locations or even guests that can recognize where those devices are and start that whole process sooner, which is usually what saves lives.”

I mention Julia, and how the reason she hadn’t bled out was because there was a trauma nurse across the street who came over and basically held her artery closed. Kyle knows immediately what I’m talking about. There are many emergencies that can occur where EMT intervention can be the difference between life and death.

“If a guest has shortness of breath or chest pain, we’re ready. They’ll dispatch paramedics, but I will get there first because I have my vehicle on stage (at Disneyland) and because I know how to get through the parks the quickest way. That way I can assess and give a report to the paramedics. We are the first line of defense.”

Kyle has some great stories from his time working at Disneyland—some opportunities that very few people get—like the beautiful sunrises he got to see when he was walking through the parks in the morning after his shift. “When I was there overnight, I loved seeing the parades and rehearsals for shows before anyone got to see them. I got to see the Christmas parade back in October or even September. Sometimes I would go out there because there was a full dress rehearsal; but sometimes they would just be in gym clothes and I could see the whole parade with the faces that are usually hidden by costumes. I think that to me is one of the coolest things. It was like having my own private show.”

But even though Kyle is a Disneyland kid through and through, he’s torn on his loyalties. “Now, personally, I love Disney World more than Disneyland. I would always see this infomercial video as a kid when they’re trying to get you to go to Disney World. My grandma had a VHS tape that was a ten- to fifteen-minute highlight video of Disney World and why you should go. I remember watching that as a kid so many times. I wanted to go to Disney World—and when I got there it was incredible. Even as a kid I loved EPCOT. I couldn’t drink, I couldn’t do any of that and I still enjoyed it. Then I enjoyed it more when I was an adult.”

He elaborates. “I loved how there were people from different countries in that exchange program, so you could hear them speak the language. You could talk to them and ask questions about the country where they’re from. I always thought that was such an engaging learning experience. Where else am I going to find that?”

Kyle is ramping up his career and had to leave Disneyland to attend medical school (he just finished his first year!). But don’t worry; he still makes time for plenty of Disneyland visits.
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“A lot of people in my life, people in my family and people who I meet, don’t understand. They’re like ‘But why are you going to Disney again? Is there something wrong with you?’ ”

Claire’s Scottish lilt rolls over the words and she gives a wide smile, her blonde curls bouncing with her enthusiasm. We take a moment on our video call to discuss our pets and our kids. Claire and her husband Florian live in Scotland with their little boy, Joshua, who Claire tells me knows my voice from watching YouTube.

Claire is one of those UK-based Disney Adults. “It’s a very niche thing, like if you know you know. As I explained it to somebody at work, it’s like people who support a football team. These people will travel all over Europe to football tournaments every year and spend thousands of pounds to watch a football team and nobody calls them weird.”

Claire and Florian have been married for years, but originally met in Disney World. Both worked in Disney’s International Program as “cultural representatives” in EPCOT—the exact program that Kyle mentioned above—when they were in their twenties. They lived in Disney-provided housing and worked in the Orlando theme parks with others from around the world. Claire worked in the UK pavilion, and Florian—who’s from eastern France originally, but has lived and worked all over his native country—worked in the France pavilion. I asked Claire what it was like to work at Disney World with so many people from different cultures.

“The majority of the British people were Disney fans and had been as kids. And I think the Chinese and Japanese program participants had a love for Disney—some were even obsessed about it. But I think for most of the French people they were like, meh, whatever. I think it was just a way to get to America. I don’t think I met a single French person there who’d actually been to Disney World or even to Florida before.”

Florian agrees with this, wholeheartedly. “The French think of ourselves very highly, because when we’re in school we’re told ‘You’re French; you don’t need to speak English.’ There’s not an open-mindedness in the older generation. When I worked in the France pavilion, half of my friends there didn’t care about Disney; they just wanted to be in America so they could show off when they were back on the Continent. They all just wanted to go to Miami.”

“And I think that it was the same for the Norwegians, the Germans, the Italians,” recalls Claire. “Most of them were all very similar in that way. They didn’t seem to have the great love affair with Disney. I’m sure for many of them they grew to have that, but I definitely think [working at Disney World] was a way to get to America. A fairly easy way. For us it’s really, really hard to get a visa to work in America, but Disney made it so simple.”

While Claire has been a Disney fan since she was a kid, and had been to Disney World on vacation several times, it was all new to Florian. “When I saw people who were fifty, sixty, seventy years old wearing Minnie Ears and dressed full-on like Mickey Mouse—and the couples wearing the same shirts—and the big Mickey Mouse tattoos everywhere, I was like ‘what??’ ”

He notes that, in his culture, people just didn’t “dress up” in the way you’ll see Disney fans do in the parks. “In France, every time we’d see something that was unusual, we’d mock it. And then when I got to America, all my assumptions had to go through the window. Everything is the opposite. Some of those people in the Mickey Mouse outfits know more about French history than my French history teacher did. I learned to be a lot more open-minded and stop being judgmental.”

Yet Claire says many people just don’t understand why she’d go back to Disney World for vacation. “You’ve done it once. Why go again?” I asked her what she thought made it different for us, for Disney Adults who not only make annual trips there but sometimes visit even more frequently. Why do we want to go back and other people don’t?

“I think if you psychoanalyze it—I’m sure many people have psychoanalyzed it—it’s filling some kind of void.” She thinks back to when her family first went to Disney World when she was a kid. “We were a middle-class family and went to France and Germany every year, but Disney had never been on the radar as far as I remember. My parents were those people who thought it would be just like Vegas and they’d hate it. But then we went as a family and everyone absolutely loved it. It became an obsession. How could anything be better than this? The world wasn’t as small as it is now. We had five channels on the telly and the food wasn’t the same—so in America everything seemed so much better. Bigger and better and exciting. We’d never eat pancakes with sausages and syrup for breakfast; it was insane. Donuts for breakfast?”

Now that she and Florian have their son, Joshua, they head back to Disney World every couple of years. “It’s like a hobby,” Claire says. “It focuses my mind. Something to plan and look forward to. If you don’t get it, you don’t get it. There’s an emotional something. If it doesn’t get you emotionally your first time or your second time, it never will. I don’t know what it is, I don’t know why… at home I listen to park music.” [See? I told you we Disney Adults do this!] “I love having it on in the background. It’s memories—like how smells evoke a memory. That music just gives me goose bumps. I guess you’d need a therapist to figure out why.”

I ask the pair if they would recommend working in the International Program in Disney World, and both enthusiastically agree they would… with two caveats: “I would recommend the program,” says Florian, “but they need to be over twenty-one [if they want to drink alcohol], and they need to forget everything they assume about everyone who’s from outside of their country.” Good advice on both counts, I think.
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“It’s those things Disney makes you feel, right? And maybe that’s why we decided to quit Broadway and move here. We wanted to feel like that more often.”

I met Lindsay when she was in the long-running musical Wicked on Broadway in New York City, and one of her colleagues (also now a close friend—shout-out to Craig!) messaged me to let me know they’d love to give me a tour at the Gershwin Theater. (I fangirled when I found out they’d sometimes watch my YouTube videos backstage.) Jared, her husband, was also a bedrock performer on Broadway at the time, headlining in Jersey Boys and playing that coveted leading man role in a host of other shows.

When the interview begins, we catch up, ask about the kids, I get to see their wiener dog, Izzy, and ask their sweet daughter, Georgia, how sixth grade is going (spoiler alert: changing classes every period is suuuuper weird and tiring). But it’s quickly down to business, and they sit side by side on their sofa, a pale gray wall behind them, chock-full of pictures from their travels around the world (the real world, not Disney). Lindsay’s wavy ginger hair is cut in stylish layers (I’ve always been jealous of her hair), and she has a huge smile. Jared is broad, with a strong jaw and chiseled features. He has a “Broadway Bradshaws” baseball cap on—that’s their YouTube channel—in casual contrast to his leading man looks.

When Jared, Lindsay, and I first met back in New York City in 2021, we got our kids together to play at a park in Hell’s Kitchen. Lindsay had about three hours between shows to spend time with their daughter, and somehow she made those three hours do double duty by hanging out with us as well. Jared brought one of those step-on rocket launchers with the foam rockets. All the kids gathered round, and it was like a scene right out of Sesame Street. The gritty concrete play space closed in with chain-link fencing, a few old-fashioned swings and a rusty merry-go-round, taxis whizzing by on the side street, and a bunch of kids oohing and aahing while this good-looking couple explained the mechanics of the toy. The only thing missing was Mr. Hooper sweeping his front stoop. These two are about as real as they come, and it makes sense that you can find Lindsay playing the “young, cool mom” in commercials on TV.

Jared has been a Disney fan since birth, and when he met Lindsay, she jumped on board. Going to the parks was their escape from the realities—the sometimes too-real realities—of New York City. Hmm… that sure sounds a lot like my personal NYC experience, too; no wonder we get along.

“On Broadway we only had one night off: Monday. So we had a Sunday matinee and we would make it to LaGuardia to catch a 7 p.m. flight,” says Lindsay. “We’d get into MCO at 11 p.m.”

Yep, your math is mathing. They had one day off each week, and so every couple of months they’d put in all that effort to fly to Orlando, travel thirty-plus minutes to a hotel on property, spend an entire day in the parks with a baby, and then fly home that night. There’s that addiction to Disney we’ve heard about.

“Our whole escape,” Lindsay reiterates, “was Sunday night, fly to Florida.”

“We would spend all of our money having the most perfect Monday,” Jared says. “One day. Twenty-four hours. I dreaded telling our manager that I was not going to be available for something—this was usually a commercial audition or shoot, or an audition to say, like, one line in a crime show like The Blacklist or Law and Order—because I was going to be in Disney World. She was always like, ‘Are you serious right now? You just went!’ ”

But Jared and Lindsay have no regrets. “It’s so worth it. I just felt like this is what I want to spend my money on. I want to spend my money on watching my kid meet Ariel. And then we would go back to New York City and back to working on Broadway and back to living in Hell’s Kitchen… and start planning the next [trip].”

“To have this retreat [in Orlando] where we could leave our life in New York City? It was the opposite of our reality,” says Lindsay. I know exactly how she feels. “I remember sitting in New York City, and one of my favorite things to do in the morning—right when I was drinking coffee—was to watch Disney Food Blog videos about this wholesome other universe that is existing outside of where we are existing.”

During the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, when Broadway closed, their entire industry was thrown into chaos. But let’s be honest: every industry in New York City was in chaos at the time, most excruciatingly, of course, medicine and hospitals. So when Broadway was shuttered, it was just one more block in an increasingly unstable Jenga game for the city. Jared and Lindsay had family in Savannah, and decided to head south while they were waiting to hear about the fate of their jobs in New York.

Suddenly they were in a place where it was quiet, serene, clean. Their lives weren’t ruled by the Playbills and the agents and the callbacks. They were spending real time—not just twenty-four hours once a week—with their kid. Jared beams as he tells me “Georgia learned to ride a bike in just a couple days.”

When it was clear that Broadway was not opening up anytime soon, Jared and Lindsay made the decision to try living in Florida for a while. “I just remember during the pandemic, so many people left New York.” It’s true. And a lot of them went to Florida. Florida is the nation’s fastest-growing state for the first time since 1957, and New Yorkers have been the primary immigrants.

“It was a mass exodus,” says Jared.

They moved to Orlando, found an apartment on a lake where they could see the Magic Kingdom fireworks every night, and got jobs at Disney’s Animal Kingdom as puppeteers and actors in the live entertainment show Finding Nemo: The Big Blue… and Beyond! When Lindsay was called back to reopen Wicked in New York, she headed back to the big city for the opening season. “I realized almost immediately that I did not want to go back to that lifestyle… at all,” she says. The Florida move became permanent.

“It’s easier to take vacations,” Jared says. “It’s so much more freedom than Broadway. We love working here and we never have to work at night unless I’m in rehearsal.” You may not think that’s a big deal, but when you’ve not been able to see your daughter grow up because the only time she’s not in school is when you’re at work, having a schedule shift like this means everything.

“Here, we have two full days off every week. Then we can take off two more days and have a four-day vacation. And then if we want to swap days off with somebody that week, you can have them work your two days this week and have six days off and you just work those days later in the week. And so you can create a week’s vacation with three vacation days!” says Jared. I know, it all sounds confusing, but he’s so happy I just smile back at him. They use that found time to travel and explore the world. “Also we use that time to teach workshops and do concerts,” notes Lindsay.

So obviously they’re not spending all their time off just going to Disney World the way they used to when they lived in New York. But after so many years of living and working there, is the magic starting to get less magical?

“Disney is nostalgia for everybody. The smell of buttered popcorn or cotton candy, or when you hear the Liberty Bell [paddleboat] or the train [in Magic Kingdom].” Jared makes the sound of the Magic Kingdom paddleboat whistle. “We can hear the ferries and train from here.” He gestures to his living room. “I’ll be mowing the lawn. I’ll turn it off and I’ll just hear it all. I have a new, cool, different love for the company. I still love going [to the parks] and I still love riding Pirates and smelling the water smell.”

Lindsay picks up the thread: “On Broadway, you make a lot of money, but you can’t save a lot of it because it’s so expensive to live in New York City. So we were rich on paper, but now I feel so much richer in Florida.

“We lived that life for seventeen years in New York City. I was in Wicked for fifteen years. And today? I swim through the audience with a Dory puppet at the top of the show, blinking her eyes at little kids who gasp in delight! I do appreciate all the things I learned about being a professional on Broadway. I do think that serves us now in any job that we do. We set our own standards for our performance really high because of that experience. But I’m just as proud to be a Disney World cast member.”
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Gabby is one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met in the Disney community. I could start this description a lot of ways—she has over 2 million followers on TikTok; she’s an innovative producer of original and very high-quality online content; she has the biggest and brightest smile I’ve probably ever seen. But no. I’ll start with the fact that she’s sweet and kind and utterly not what you may imagine when you think of a super-successful, full-time TikTokker. And I know this as a fact, because I’ve been lucky enough to collaborate with her in the past. Her outlook, despite any struggles she is currently managing, is positive, fair, and generous. You just don’t find a lot of people like that right now.

Gabby’s day-to-day shtick in her videos is kind of a hybrid food/Disney/movie creator situation where she makes and styles food that’s inspired by movie food. So, she’ll watch movies, find cool food they eat (and that she thinks you might want to eat), and devise a recipe for it. If you ever wondered if you could find the recipe for the birthday cake that Hagrid brings to Harry Potter when they first meet, the answer is yes—on Gabby’s social media feed. Wanna make Rey’s Portion Bread from Star Wars: Episode VII? She’s got it. How about authentic ratatouille from Ratatouille? You’re all set.

When I talk to Gabby, she’s sitting on a sofa with a crocheted white cover. A bouquet of fresh flowers peeks out behind her to the left. She gets her complexion and long, wavy brown hair from her mom, who’s originally from Trinidad. Speaking of her mom, Gabby just moved across the country to be a support as her mom manages an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. She notes she’ll probably be there for a couple of years at least.

“I got my bachelor’s in film,” she says when I ask her about her background and how she got into this line of work. “I’m kind of doing that… not really… but kind of.” She displays the same kind of chagrined facial expression that I do when people ask me if I’m doing what I went to school for. I am a writer, technically, and that’s what I studied in college. But when I went to school, blogging didn’t exist and neither did social media. So I couldn’t have dreamed that I’d be doing this for a living back in the day.

“But yeah,” she continues, “so I got my bachelor’s in digital filmmaking, and I do that. And with cooking, I’ve never gone to culinary school. I don’t really have a background in cooking. It’s just always something me and my family have done. We’re always in the kitchen.” She thinks back to memories of cooking with her mom, aunts, and grandmother. “We would always be all over the place, just cooking, and I would learn from them.

“I knew that I wanted to do this for years before I started.” In 2020, Gabby was stuck at home—like we all were—and watching a movie. “I can’t remember what it was we were watching. It was something with some good food, and I was like, okay, I love the food in these Disney movies, so why not create it?” She notes that she hadn’t seen a whole series of Disney movie food being made from scratch on TikTok yet. “So I started doing that and it’s just so much fun. And I’ve veered off a little bit to where I do other food from TV and movies, but Disney is my heart.

“My mom came over from Trinidad when she was eighteen, and one of the first movies she ever saw was a Disney movie. She used to tell me that when I was in the womb, she would love watching Disney movies. And so I’m pretty sure it’s just been instilled in me since before I was even born. I grew up in the perfect time because it was the Disney renaissance, so it was just like Aladdin, Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King—all of those perfect films. Disney is just ingrained in me. It just makes me happy.”

There are a lot… A LOT… of Disney creators out there, and almost all of them are doing this as a side hustle and part-time. I asked Gabby about her status. “It’s a full-time gig now. I kind of slowed down because of what’s going on with my mom. But yeah, it is a full-time gig now, and I’m so grateful for that.” And since I’m in the same field, I have no qualms asking her about her monetization strategy. That’s another thing most hopefuls don’t quite understand at the outset. You can have millions of followers and make zero dollars. There has to be a game plan and a serious hustle to make a living from your content.

“It’s really the collaborations with different brands,” she says, pointing out that it’s not like TikTok or Instagram are sending her checks that really make the difference, with their current creator payment programs. “I get different sponsorships, and that’s really what helps me be able to pay the bills. Sometimes you can reach out to [brands], but mainly they will come to you.” I asked if she partners with food companies or just media brands. “A lot of media, but also some food companies. I’ve done a lot of work with Funfetti/Pillsbury. And I’ve worked with Coca-Cola before.” She’s modest, but those are some pretty big fish to reel in!

Part of the reason I wanted to interview a Disney creator—or, to use the more stigmatized word, “influencer”—for you is because I think there’s still a veil over that career path. Everybody has an opinion about it. Everybody thinks they know what it’s like to do it as a job. But creators work really, really hard to make it look easy and effortless, when, in fact, there are plenty of sharp edges. And this can be especially true when you’re a minority creator.

The idea most people have of the Disney Adult is white, and data shows that the stereotype is probably based in truth. There isn’t a lot of published demographic data about Disney Adults, but I’ve got a few good numbers to share with you to illustrate this point. Disney+ subscribers are 62 percent white, 25 percent Hispanic, 8 percent Black, and 5 percent Asian and other ethnicities.2 Disney’s overall workforce currently stands at 45.4 percent white, 27.3 percent Hispanic, 8 percent Black, and about 8 percent Asian and other ethnicities.3 And in our survey of 1,315 self-proclaimed Disney Adults, the breakdown was 88.4 percent white, 9.7 percent Hispanic, 3.3 percent Asian, and 1.7 percent Black. Overall, the United States population hovers around 60.1 percent white, 18.5 percent Hispanic, 12.2 percent Black, and 8 percent Asian and other ethnicities.4 I asked Gabby her thoughts on being a Black creator in the Disney fan community.

“I love being a Black creator in this space, but I’m going to tell you, it is hard sometimes because it definitely does seem like the creators that get [shared by social media platforms] more are white middle class. The ones who, if they’re Disney parks creators, are able to go to the parks constantly. But, yes, online on TikTok, on Instagram, definitely those are the ones who are being pushed more. That is absolutely a fact.” Gabby notes that she has a couple of Black creator friends in the space, and they vent to each other. “Why isn’t our stuff getting pushed out [to the broader audience]? It seems like sometimes you do have to work three times as hard to get your content pushed out or to just try to be as good as, but no, our content sometimes is better. It gets very frustrating.

“But I’ll tell you, we do love being Black creators, because in the Disney space, you don’t see a lot of us; you have to look for [us]. And that’s the problem as well. You have to look, and you shouldn’t have to look. They should just be there. Especially maybe at the top of the search that you’re looking under or the hashtag, you don’t find the Black creators. Even me having right now on TikTok, what do I have? 2.1 million followers, 2.1 million followers. I will have original content, like the Bug’s Life water drop.” Here she’s referencing some very cool molecular kitchen science she did to make what looks like a clear Jell-O water drop about the size of her palm. “Nobody’s made that. And so I make that, and then it does pretty well. It does. I get maybe like a hundred thousand likes on it. That’s very good. But then other people who are not Black take that idea and they get millions. So that’s very interesting to me. I’m the one who brought that to this entire app, and I’m not getting as many [views]. It frustrates you to no end.”

Which brings us to another raw edge of being an online creator—copycats. This is something I’ve dealt with for years. Being a pioneer in the food influencer space is a legacy I’m very proud of creating, but it sure can get tough when everyone sees that success and jumps on the bandwagon. It’s always good to talk with other creators who get it.

“I would say there’s been a lot of people that have gotten inspiration from what I do,” Gabby says with a smile and air quotes on the word “inspiration.” “Because I wasn’t seeing it anywhere else. And now it’s everywhere. So [copycats are] a thing. And I never get credit for the ideas, but that’s okay. I just do what I like. I just do what makes me happy. I think maybe that genuine quality comes out, and then maybe that kind of pushes me to the forefront more because it is genuine.”

I ask if she’s gotten any negative feedback from the outside, for being a Disney fan or a Disney creator. “You know what? It’s just ‘people online,’ sometimes. Maybe I’ll comment on a CNN social media post or something. Just saying something very neutral. And somebody will say, ‘What do you know? Did Mickey Mouse tell you to say that?’ Just because I make Disney food, they think, ‘Oh, you’re a Disney fan. Who cares what you have to say?’ So I get comments like that.”

But, because she’s Gabby, we don’t stay on the negative for very long. Her face lights up when she starts to tell me the biggest pros of her job. “Just being able to make things that I love from movies that I love. It doesn’t feel like a job. It’s just fun. It’s not work. But another pro is the way people are always telling me they feel so much nostalgia when they watch my videos and it makes them feel like a kid again. And that means so much to me, because the reason I started was because it was rough out there [during the pandemic]. So I was like, okay, what’s a way that I can make people happy and just kind of be a safe space for them online? And so the messages and the love and support that I get from so many people every day… I’ll get messages from a mom whose child is going through chemo telling me, ‘Oh my gosh, your videos really help my child when they’re in chemo. They just watch your videos for thirty minutes and they feel so good about what they’re going through.’ The amount of tears that I have shed from these people’s messages, it is just the most beautiful thing.”
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Brandon is a Hollywood drag queen and a major Disney superfan. When I interview him, he’s woken up early to get a jump on the day. He wears a blue buff bandana and has a five o’clock shadow, so he’s just about as far from the glamour of ’NayNay—his drag persona—as it gets; but there’s a sparkle in his eye and I can tell he lights up just about any room lucky enough to have him. I know I’m here to tour his house, aka ’NayNay’s World Expo, a series of living exhibits of all of his favorite obsessions—from eighties restaurants to retro Miami Beach chic to, of course, Disney—but when we start, he’s sitting in front of the camera, with a shaded window behind him blocking the early morning sunshine.

“I’ve been going to Disneyland and Disney World since I was basically born. But the fiftieth anniversary for Disneyland altered my brain chemistry.” Brandon remembers plenty of Disney trips, but July 17, 2005, was a game changer.

“It was the most magical thing on planet Earth. Disney didn’t have a new IP, so they were really paying tribute to their tried and true. The parade was just kind of a best of. It was called the Parade of Dreams, and it was a best of every Disney property. I mean, this parade opened with the Blue Fairy, Merlin, I believe it was Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather, Tinker Bell and Peter Pan. I mean, just having all those in an opening flow is mind-boggling.”

That kind of love made him a perfect candidate to be an enthusiastic cast member. “I was straight out of high school and I was like, I need to work there because it was a curiosity. It wasn’t a dream job. It wasn’t like it had always been my dream to work at Disneyland. It was more like, ‘Oh, I want to get this out of the way while I’m young because I know that I’m not going to want to work there forever.’ ” But he loved his time as an attractions cast member in Disneyland. “I was a storyteller at Storybook Land Canal boats, and that’s my baby. That’s my pride and joy. And I wore my cute little lederhosen-inspired outfit at the time. We would wear pixie dust on our cheeks and do our cute little wave, and it was so magical.”

Disneyland was a weekend, part-time job for him. His full-time gig now is being part owner in a family restaurant business. And both of these have given him the opportunity to flex his skills as a dreamer and a doer. Everything Brandon does is meant to be seen and inspected and, hopefully, enjoyed. As I’m talking to him, it’s clear that we are two very different people. It’s pretty much my goal to never be perceived. At least not physically. I wear the same outfit every day (I own about six of the same black shirts and six pairs of the same black leggings, so getting dressed is never all that difficult). I wear makeup only when I have to. Even I don’t know what my hair looks like because, after I wash it, I just pull it up into a bun and leave it there until my next shower. But Brandon has presence. He has energy. And even if nobody was watching, he’d be showcasing. Not for anyone in particular except for himself. His “natural and normal” is being a showman; it’s what makes him as comfortable as melting into the background makes me. Which I think is outstanding.

All of this, along with his eye for design and obsession with all things Disney and vintage, is why I’m really talking to Brandon today. I couldn’t wait to see inside his incredible themed home, based on the 1964 World’s Fair. I’d reached out to him initially because a friend of mine was adamant that I highlight this masterpiece for you in this book, and I hope you’re ready!

“It was a year-long process to find my home, and as soon as I closed escrow, Mama, I was like, Hello!” shouts Brandon with a snap and a wave. “Some people dream about their wedding day, and that’s something that constantly replays in their mind; or some people dream about that one trip to Paris that they’ve wanted to do for ten years. For me, it’s like, how do I shove 50’s Prime Time Cafe in my home because I’m obsessed?”

For those who haven’t been, 50’s Prime Time Cafe is a Disney World restaurant themed after 1950s TV shows, and it’s like you’re on a soundstage where one of these shows is being filmed. The tables are vintage Formica, 1950s tchotchkes surround you, and there are black-and-white TVs everywhere, playing clips of old shows like the original, Annette Funicello−infused Mickey Mouse Club, I Married Joan, and The Donna Reed Show. It’s just one of Brandon’s obsessions. He’s also immortalized elements of Disney theme park hotels, rides, and attractions in his various rooms.

“I know the question that you’re thinking of,” he continues, preempting the exact question I’m indeed thinking of. “It’s not that I want the Disney parks in my home. I go to Disney World once a month, I go to Disneyland on a weekly basis. I’m good. For me, it’s more that I want to create my own little mini expo, my own little theme park that is branded with things that I love. My spaces are heavily inspired by things that you’ll see in the Disney parks, some of them more so than others, but at the end of the day, it’s my own branding. It’s my own logos, it’s my own world. Everything is centered around ’NayNay, who is this character that was created a very long time ago. It’s a nickname that a lot of people call me, but also it is my drag persona. I’ll take you around the home and you’ll really get a better understanding.”

He stands up and heads to the entryway of his house. “My home is inspired by things that you’ll find in Disney parks, but in some areas you’ll see things that are not in Disney parks at all. I’m using Imagineering to bring these other spaces to life,” explains Brandon. “I’m a firm believer that life is a feeling, and that is why people love the Disney parks so much. It’s not the rides, really. It’s the feeling that it gives people. It’s a million little details in every corner that all come together to create a fully immersive experience. And so I’m using that same exact sort of rubric to create my home, and it’s so special to me. And that’s why ’NayNays’s World Expo is here. It is the most up-to-date product of my entire life’s work.”

’NayNay’s World Expo comprises eleven themed spaces. “You have your little pavilions, and each area conveys a different theme and feeling. So every single one of the areas has its own branding, its own logo, its own everything.” He gestures to the lineup of framed promotional posters on the wall, each one depicting the bespoke mid-century modern design logo for one of his rooms. “When we walk into my entry room, this is your introduction to the Expo. So you have your carpet.” He indicates a custom-made rug featuring an atomic-looking structure with stylized font that says “ ’NayNay’s World Expo.” “You have a welcome plaque. The slogan for it is from the [Disney World ride] Dinosaur pre-show, where at the end they say the future’s in the past. And then you have your directory. Level one, level two.”

You see what I mean? The energy here is boundless. The motivation for something like this can’t possibly be just the likes on social media. This order and organization is simply part of who Brandon is. He’s a mover and a shaker. He’s got a lot of irons in a lot of fires. Insert other “innovative person” cliché here. And he cannot fathom why someone wouldn’t do this if they had the option to. This is not someone who, like myself, regularly finds themself unable to change out of their pajamas or eat a full meal not standing in front of the open refrigerator. This guy would never turn down the opportunity to speak at the PTA meeting just because he’s scared the other moms will make fun of what he’s wearing. He’s one of those people for whom failure is just a different type of success.

As I’m scolding myself for being terrified of life, Brandon is explaining his 50’s Prime Time Cafe−themed diner. “So you have your coasters that are all themed, the diner booths are all custom—and they are the same vinyl that’s used in Flo’s V8 Cafe, the exact same.” Flo’s V8 Cafe is the diner in Radiator Springs in Pixar’s Cars movies. You can eat in a replica of it at Cars Land in Disney California Adventure. I’ve always been enamored with the booths there, which are modeled after the backseats of souped-up 1950s Cadillacs. They’re upholstered in a sparkly, glittery deep pink vinyl.

“I just love the fact that you can sit in 50’s Prime Time at those beautiful boomerang tables, which are the same ones I have here, and you can watch commercials.” He points to a TV behind him. “So right now I have a little TV that I made, and it plays a loop of vintage commercials with the little ’NayNay’s Diner logo. I have lots of custom art everywhere. This is one of our main posters, and it’s my hand with big old drag nails and it says, ‘Drag your old man to ’NayNay’s Diner.’ There’s just branding everywhere.”

Brandon and I continue to move through the themed spaces of his home. There’s a kitchen themed after Carousel of Progress, a ride/show created by Walt Disney for the 1964 World’s Fair and currently continually running in Disney World’s Magic Kingdom. He has a dining room themed to 1980s restaurant culture, where an authentic stained glass Pizza Hut over-table lamp is the centerpiece (of which I am hugely jealous, being a massive fan of eating in an actual Pizza Hut dining room like we used to do after school dances). His bedroom is an homage to all things Florida beach resort and highly inspired by the Golden Girls aesthetic. Called ’NayNay’s Expo Beach Resort, it comes complete with sunscreen on the nightstand and a list of resort activities on the wall… as well as Expo Beach Resort−branded coconut cream sunscreen lip balm.

“It does smell like sunscreen in here,” says Brandon. “The same people who do all the smells for Disney parks made me a delicious Coppertone sort of scent that very, very, very, very, very lightly just pumps in occasionally.” That’s true of all the rooms. They all have different scents, formulated by the same company that makes the scents that are pumped into Disney’s rides, theme parks, and hotels. And the rooms all have different soundtracks as well. Downstairs you’ll hear an eight-hour loop of the updated EPCOT background music softly running constantly.

We head into another bedroom next. “I think this is going to be the room that you care to see the most,” says Brandon. “This is my guest bedroom. It’s an archive room of Disney Parks memorabilia from across the world. It’s themed after a nineties boy’s bedroom. I don’t know if you ever watched Boy Meets World, but it’s Cory Matthews’s bedroom. Everything in here is Periwinkle blue. If you look on the floor, I have some old shoes that are just literally propped up here. And a Rubik’s Cube. I have the Mickey telephone. If you look inside the lamp,” he points to a lamp with a clear glass base with space for decor, “it’s just filled with vintage Disney memorabilia from everywhere… old FastPasses, tickets, confetti from Celebrate! A Street Party, which was an old Disneyland parade. The music that’s pumping in here is different. It’s the Tomorrowland area loop.”

The tour continues and becomes more incredible with every step. It’s not just that he has so much authentic memorabilia, which he does, but the specifics of detail are just stunning. “I have old signs, cups, maps. All of this is Pop Century [a Disney World hotel]. These pins are from opening day. And I have shadow boxes everywhere with Disney artifacts that have been gifted to me by friends who worked in all the different areas.”

I’m insanely jealous.

“This is an actual gold coin from Pirates of the Caribbean—that scene where they have the giant piles of gold and the skeleton sitting on top. I have a light bulb from the Main Street electrical parade in that shadow box. I have a Figment key chain with the tag still on.” He points to some items lovingly framed on the wall. “These are diamonds and gold leaf from Sleeping Beauty Castle [in Disneyland]. I mean, it’s all just here. I have an original Disneyland ticket book A through E, which is extremely rare to find. I mean, everything is just sort of like my Disney hyper-fixations and things that I’m obsessed with. That’s what exists in this room.”

We head back downstairs.

“So basically you’re getting to feel the Disney parks when you’re here, but it’s done in its own way. It is very specific to me. This is my theme park if I were to have one.”

I ask Brandon if he has had any sort of negative responses to his Disney fandom. “A lot of people just don’t understand,” he says. “I think that the biggest misconception with Disney Adults is they’re mentally ill because they’re not in tune with reality. They’re just kind of stuck in this childlike mind and behavior because they need that as a form of escape. And while that may be true for some, and there’s nothing wrong with that, that’s not what I’m doing here. I can only speak for myself. Either you get it or you don’t.”

He continues. “There are a lot of videos that I see of Disney Adults that are like ‘I’m a Disney Adult and I’m going to make my home into Disney.’ And what that looks like, is they’re grabbing a hundred pairs of [Mickey] ears that they have from the parks and stapling them on the wall in the living room so when you walk in it’s just ears everywhere. And there are some people that look at that and they’re like, ‘What the hell are you doing?’ But that brings them joy. And that’s something that I might not even understand. So, here,” he gestures to the room, his home, his life, “it’s sort of like ‘Is there a way that you can be inspired by Disney parks and you could do it in your own way, in a tasteful way?’ At my place, I always tell people it’s very satire. It’s like there’s a camp diner, there’s a giant, giant photo of me in drag with nails on. Who’s going to have a giant photo of them in their own living room? That’s so narcissistic. Here it’s very satire and you either get it or you don’t.”

And what happens next is basically a microcosm of this whole book, y’all. I spent a lovely morning with this over-the-top fabulous megafan of all things Disney and vintage, who has so much energy I’m exhausted just watching him think. He’s spent ample time, money, and effort on something that many would deem an absolute folly—which he’s fully aware of—but that fulfills him and energizes him every single day. And this firework of a human looks at me and says quietly and completely unironically, “But here’s the thing: to be understood is to be loved. I truly believe that. So I feel as if sometimes Disney Adults… they don’t get to experience a lot of love. They experience a lot of hate because people don’t understand it. I feel like Disney Adults are trying so hard to get the world to understand us, but really no matter what you do, Disney Adults or not, there’s going to be a giant group of people that just don’t get you. So it’s extremely important to find your tribe, to find the people who do get it and do understand you, because that’s what it means to be loved.”

Mic drop, right? I ask what the pros and cons are of being a part of this particular tribe. Why do all of this? What’s the goal?

“Remember it’s all about feeling,” he says, referencing his point earlier in our conversation. “So if I meet someone and they are obsessed with comic books and I don’t care about comic books at all, or I’ve never thought about them, I could literally sit there and listen to them talk about comic books forever because I’m obsessed that they’re obsessed with something. Human beings that are passionate… there’s something so refreshing and invigorating about that. And the one thing I love about Disney Adults is that they ride for Disney. There’s something so magical and beautiful about being passionate about something that you love. That is great.”

But he admits there are some valid criticisms of Disney Adults as well. “The one [negative] thing about Disney Adults is I think that they just don’t always understand the inner workings of what Disney is and that it’s a business first and foremost. If they accept that, it helps us as the consumer understand why so much change is happening. It almost makes it a little easier for us to deal with the hardships that come with being a Disney fan these days. Sometimes I’m like, ‘Oh my goodness, people are having such an emotional reaction to this [change at Disney parks].’ But I understand. I get it on the consumer side and I get it on the business side, and it’s just something that we have to work through.”

As I wrap up my conversation with Brandon, I really want him to know that he’s struck a chord this morning. When he talked about sitting and listening to a comic book fan talk about comic books as long as they want because he’s obsessed that they’re obsessed, I thought about how so many of us are so hell-bent on getting the world to hear what we want to say—what our message is—and how rarely we do, honestly and willingly, sit and listen to someone talk about something they love, even if we don’t necessarily understand it. What a gift that is. Whether that’s my son who wants to talk endlessly about his latest computer game, or my mom who wants to talk about the Bills game last night, or my friend who wants to talk about her latest vacation. And that’s just going to lodge in my brain. Yeah, that’s how you love somebody. As Brandon says, “You understand, listen to them, try to get it, and create a space for them to just reveal themselves.”
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Paulie and Ron met online in a Disney dating group on Facebook, fell in love, got married, and moved to Orlando to get jobs at Disney World. It’s a story that’s surprisingly common, but once you meet Paulie and Ron, you’ll realize that even common stories can have delightful twists and turns.

When the video call clicks on, the living room behind them is decked out in full Halloween splendor, even though it’s still the middle of August. Unsurprisingly, there are a lot of Disney plushes and decor on the shelves, coffee table, and sofa. I can tell they’re huge fans of Star Wars, too!

Paulie is wearing pale pink, heart-shaped eyeglasses, and her dark blonde hair is parted on the side and tucked behind one ear. She has a quick smile and easy laugh, and is so bubbly she might just effervesce right off the couch. Ron, on the other hand, seems to have the opposite personality: reserved and observant behind his full dark beard. Despite their differences, they seem perfectly matched.

“I proposed in front of the Millennium Falcon [in Disney’s Hollywood Studios], on the PhotoPass deck right there,” says Ron. Paulie laughs at the memory. “We had never talked about getting married before,” she says. “We never had that conversation. It was just kind of in our heads. We just were on the same page telepathically. It was really weird.”

Paulie and Ron immediately knew they wanted a Disney Fairy Tale Wedding. Disney Weddings are super-popular, with Disney World alone holding over four thousand per year (you can also get married at Disneyland, on the Disney Cruise Line, or at Aulani—Disney’s Hawaiian resort).

“It was all centered on Disney,” Paulie says of their courtship. “So as soon as we got engaged, we were like, we should look into the Disney Fairy Tale Weddings. And just the thought of it seemed like something that would be super out of reach for us. We were imagining, ‘You get married at the Magic Kingdom, it’s probably like a hundred thousand dollars.’ ” But they soon realized that Disney had lots of different options for weddings at lots of different price points. “When we found all of the different options they had, we were like, ‘Oh, we can get married here for the same price as getting married back home in a bigger city.’ ”

I think a lot of people consider a Disney Wedding to be significantly out of their price range, certainly more expensive than a wedding in their hometown. But statistics say otherwise. The average cost of a wedding—based on a survey of ten thousand couples—is around $35,000. And the average cost of a Disney Wedding is actually similar. I surveyed Disney brides who follow my social media accounts, and of the twenty-nine respondents, 57 percent paid between $25,000 and $50,000 for their weddings. The rest actually paid less.

Carrie Hayward has been an expert on Disney Weddings for decades. She’s a broadcast and print journalist, author, and podcaster, and she has written a printable Fairytale Weddings Guide that’s available on her website. “Because everyone assumes that a Disney Wedding will be exorbitant, I usually tell people how Disney Weddings start at fifteen thousand dollars (and it really is possible to stick to that minimum, though of course tax and service charges are extra),” Carrie says. “But with the national average being about thirty-five thousand, I think it’s still pretty impressive that you can have a Disney Wedding for that price, too.”

That’s not to say that Disney Weddings can’t be phenomenally expensive. Disney prices their weddings piecemeal. They start with a base cost for the venue—anywhere from $4,000 (for a small patio on the Disney Cruise Line) to $50,000+ (for a prime venue in Walt Disney World)—and then the upcharges begin. Do you want Mickey and Minnie to meet and greet your guests? Do you want a full reception? Do you want floral add-ons and themed decor? Do you want to arrive at the ceremony in Cinderella’s Carriage? Do you want to buy out a theme park ride for your guests after hours? Those—and an endless array of other potential customizations—will all set you back a few more hundreds or thousands of dollars.

While Disney-goers, by definition, have expendable income, the average park guest may not be in the upper-echelon income bracket. According to a Business Insider poll, those who earn between $50,000 and $74,999 are the most likely to be planning a Disney vacation. Those in the highest income group polled—$150,000–$200,000—are the least likely to visit a Disney park.5 So it’s likely that a fully kitted out Disney Wedding is still going to be a stretch for many couples.

Ron notes it was integral to be prepared before talking prices with the Disney reps because he and Paulie wanted to keep the costs down. “You have to know what you want and what you’re looking for—and not be easily talked into other things.”

Paulie nods. “We went in knowing we weren’t going to have a big crazy wedding. We weren’t going to get married at the Magic Kingdom.” She and Ron started the planning process about twelve months in advance. “You’ve got to have your stuff in order and know what you want because everything just starts moving so fast.”

Paulie and Ron invited over sixty guests to their Disney Wedding, and were very careful with what they decided to outsource to Disney and what they wanted to handle on their own—for much less money. “As soon as we looked at prices, we decided we didn’t want a reception.” Ron is referring to the full reception offerings, which is where the costs can really add up. “Honestly, if you do your own research, you can plan it yourself.”

While they did a lot of their own planning for their rehearsal dinner and celebration after the ceremony, Ron and Paulie did choose to get married in Walt Disney World’s famous Wedding Pavilion. The Wedding Pavilion is a white chapel-like structure on the shores of Seven Seas Lagoon, right between the Grand Floridian and the Polynesian Village resorts.

This particular spot is actually one of the lower-priced venues, despite its cachet and Cinderella Castle view. Ron and Paulie could book it for that base price of $15,000. “I’m really glad I did,” Ron says. “It was perfect.”

Paulie interrupts to say, “But it was kind of a terrifying process in that aspect because you had to go through the lottery system.” Since so many people get married at Disney World, Disney employs a lottery system to see who gets which dates and times for certain venues. “You picked your top three dates and then you’d go through the lottery with all the other people who wanted to get married on the same day. And then you had to have backups. Like, okay, if we can’t get married on Halloween, I guess we’ll get married the next day.” Luckily, Ron and Paulie got the first time slot at the Wedding Pavilion on their preferred date: Halloween.

Disney also has a lottery system for other aspects of the wedding, like decor elements and characters. “You’re up against the other couples that are getting married on the same day for decor,” says Paulie. “We wanted Mickey-shaped pumpkins. And they were like, no, somebody already has that. You can’t have that.”

“We did win the lottery on a character meet and greet,” Ron points out. Paulie’s eyes light up behind the heart-shaped glasses. “We did. We figured we’re already spending this money and we might as well get Minnie and Mickey to do a meet and greet at our wedding. But you have to do a lottery for [Mickey and Minnie’s] outfits, and they have a sheet with ones you can pick from. They have the basic gold gowns, purple gowns, Mickey in a top hat and all that. But no, we were getting married on Halloween. We want Halloween stuff. You have to do the lottery and you don’t know which Halloween costume you’re going to get until you see them on your big day.”

Ron pipes in again. “When I say we won, it’s because we got the costumes that they really only wore at Disneyland, the original Disneyland Halloween costumes. So it worked out great and they did an amazing job with that.”

While you do have to book some elements through Disney, like your venue and most of the decor, the bride and groom are welcome to customize quite a bit. “We wound up having a famous drag queen, Ginger Minj, as our officiant because we met her at a show in Michigan and we were huge fans,” says Paulie. They were proud to find out that Ginger was the first drag queen to officiate a wedding on Disney property. “And instead of doing the reception, we did a luncheon at Homecomin’ at Disney Springs. That was nice because we saved a lot versus doing a full reception through Disney Weddings.”

While the couple was careful with their budget, expertly identifying where they wanted to splurge and save, they still chose to go ahead with some epic Disney Wedding elements. They hosted a fireworks dessert party in EPCOT for their guests, paid for a ride buy-out for their guests (they chose Frozen Ever After, but when it broke down, Disney let them ride Remy’s Ratatouille Adventure instead—arguably a more popular attraction), and sprung for backstage transportation.

Paulie was adorably delighted to share that Disney allowed their guests to take leftovers from the dessert party. “If there’s extras, they let you take stuff. So people were shoving bags of popcorn in their purses, and Mickey-shaped Rice Krispie Treats. Our family was loaded on Rice Krispie Treats going home. They’re like, did you see how many Rice Krispie Treats your aunt has? She’s like emptying out her purse, she took twenty.” Disney welcomes this, noting that they can’t reuse the food anyway, so guests should just take what they can carry.

Suddenly Paulie remembers a critical detail. “And we did the wedding photos inside of the Magic Kingdom park at 5 a.m. before they opened. It just made sense to splurge on the extra stuff, even though we were like, we’re not doing a big crazy wedding.”

“It’s been funny,” Ron says. “We haven’t written down a goal or agenda, but we got engaged at Disney, married at Disney, and then ten months ago we moved [to Orlando].”

“I always thought it was a far-off dream living here,” says Paulie. “And now we literally can hear the EPCOT fireworks from our house. It’s crazy.”
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Under an uncharitable “Every Disney Adult” video on TikTok—with over 300K likes—the top comment was “Not gonna lie, I strive to be as happy as Disney adults are in Disney.” Despite the cringe from the fandom, the virality/trendiness of bandwagon hating, and anonymity-intensified remarks, most people just want to be happy. And what’s always surprising to me—which maybe it shouldn’t be—is that many Disney Adults are. Happy, that is. Is that because they’re allowing themselves to indulge in an obsession that others deem childish, but that brings them so much joy? Is it because they’ve finally found a tribe that “gets it”? Is it because Disney, in its very origin story, promotes values like perseverance, grit, happily ever after, and maybe just a touch of striving for unrealistic but still potentially reachable dreams?

“They don’t care about being online punching bags. Basically, nobody who I’ve talked to has been like, ‘Oh yeah, this really comes at a price.’ They just don’t care!” says Hannah Sampson, reflecting on Disney Adult interviewees for her stories.

And it’s true. Most of the Disney Adults I spoke to for this book, and those I’ve spoken to in general, balk a little bit at the “do you experience negativity” question… because even if they do, they don’t care. Really. That’s the majority answer: “Who cares?” Disney Adults seem to have developed a very thick skin regarding any negativity or attacks they experience online, from their colleagues, or from their families. They’re the picture of water rolling off a duck’s back. They’re happy; and they can’t really fathom why some stranger being weirdly affected about their decisions should make any difference to them whatsoever. Tone-deaf? Unable to “read the room”? Maybe. But I don’t think so.
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On June 21, 2022, EJ Dickson—a “self-identified Disney Adult”—wrote an article for Rolling Stone magazine titled, “How ‘Disney Adults’ Became the Most Hated Group on the Internet.” In it, she includes the following observation: “On the internet… being a Disney Adult is nothing short of an embarrassment…. To declare oneself a Disney fan in adulthood is to profess to being nothing less than an uncritical bubblehead ensconced in one’s own privilege, suspended in a state of permanent adolescence.” When I first read this article, I was immediately half in love with EJ and half terrified of her. So of course I had to meet her, and I set up an interview that did not disappoint.

“I think we as a culture are very uncomfortable with displays of earnestness, and there’s nothing more earnest than an adult who falls to their knees and weeps at the sight of Cinderella Castle,” she answered, after I asked her why people hate Disney Adults so much. “There’s sort of this idea on the left that Disney Adults are kind of naive, overgrown children who have been snookered into worshiping at this capitalistic altar, and I don’t think that’s entirely wrong.”

Wall Street Journal writer Hannah Sampson further corroborated EJ’s claims: “The comments of any story that I write that has to do with Disney Adults are just like, ‘They’re creeps. They’re weird. They’re uncultured. Go to a national park! Go to Europe!’ [That] is what people love to say: Why are you an adult living like, a child’s experience, basically? The comments of my stories are full of hate for Disney Adults.”

So how did we get here? And do we deserve it? I’ve now spent years trying to find answers to these relatively simple questions. It’s hard to figure out why so many people—even members of the general public who have nothing to do with Disney or the obsession thereof—have serious vitriol for a relatively innocuous group of hobbyists.

A simple scroll through online message boards railing against Disney Adults will leave even the most amateur of researchers with a portfolio of evidence: “It genuinely frightens me how obsessed people get,” or “I’m generally a ‘live and let live’ kind of person, but when I finally went to WDW with my kids two years ago, the kid-free adults there were far and away the most obnoxious people in the place. It’s one thing to always want to feel like a child; it’s another to do so at the expense of ACTUAL children!”

Disney Adults may be a lightning rod of controversy because their ranks frequently include multiple cultural groups that happen to be at the center of divisive public discourse—influencers, adults choosing not to have children, LGBTQ people, marginalized races, and women. When Disney Adults are discussed, the conversations can touch all sorts of hot-button issues including entitlement, wealth and class, conservative values, white privilege, jealousy, capitalism, addiction, and politics. And the community has been criticized in online discourse as naive, female-coded, obsessive, out of touch, and obtuse.

The upshot is: there’s a lot more at play than most may realize when it comes to how society views the Disney Adult, and hate can be motivated by a lot of different things.
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On October 23, 2023, Medium published a joke article titled “Entire Planet Breathes a Sigh of Relief Over Downfall of Weird Ass Disney Adult” by Kelly Sheehan-Heath. The piece, categorized under “Cringe and Punishment,” detailed the demise of an exaggerated version of a Disney Adult, Dory Appleton. Her description was this: “Dory Appleton, 39, maintained a TikTok account centered on her fervor for Disney and Disneyland. She was a regular at the theme park, making videos of herself gallivanting around with an emotional support dog and exactly zero children. These videos tended to pop up on people’s feeds like a jump scare.”

This cartoonish fictional character represented—at least for the author of the piece—a classic Disney Adult: costumed, foolish, embarrassing, and unselfconscious about it all. There are elements of Disney Adulthood that can only be characterized as “cringe.” And that means they’re doubly cringey because even “cringe” is cringe these days…

Uninhibited joy and optimism are good qualities, right? But for whatever reason, when those qualities are associated with a fan of The Walt Disney Company, their value plummets. So much of that waning street cred is due to misconceptions and stereotypes about the community that have been propagated online via social media… sometimes by Disney Adults themselves.

“I think some of the stereotype for the Disney Adult has been based around the rise of social media video and influencers and people going to the park and maybe being a little obnoxious,” says Todd Martens. “Or people sort of having these over-the-top reactions to something as simple as a popcorn bucket. And I think maybe some of that is seen as cringey behavior.”

And sometimes the excessive behaviors of a few affect the reputation of the broader community. Take, for example, one of the more interesting of the Disney Adult spin-offs: the Mamalorians.

The Mamalorians are a hashtag on Instagram and TikTok. They have several groups on Facebook and are an easy search on YouTube. One of the more active Mamalorians on Instagram—@mamalorian—defines the term this way:


/mämə’lôrēən/

a person who cares for and protects licensed merchandise resembling a green infant



That’s happily tongue-in-cheek, but a more comprehensive definition would be that they’re a group who collect Baby Yoda (or Grogu, if you prefer) dolls. They give them names, personalities, wardrobes, sometimes even jewelry, and then pose them for photos and videos under the hashtag #mamalorians. Their language is purposefully infantile, e.g., replacing “r” with “w” (“fwends” instead of “friends”). They interact with one another and sometimes there’s light romancing. (They send their dolls to “prom” and then go on “cruises,” creating intricate stories for each of their Baby Yoda dolls.) Most dolls, however, are presented as toddlers, with a shared lexicon of favorite terms used to create in-group status, including:


	Chicky nuggies: chicken nuggets

	Choccy milk / moo moo juice: chocolate milk

	Fwogs: frogs

	Fwies: fries

	Cuppy cup: cup

	Blankie: blanket

	Mando dadda: Mandalorian daddy



To the outside eye—and even inside eyes—the Mamalorians are a pretty good philosophical illustration of what people picture when they are confronted with the phrase “Disney Adults.” Adults dressing up dolls and treating them like children? Check. Adults posing toys for pictures and posting them proudly across the internet? Check. Adults giving baby voices and language to dolls both in videos and in captions? Check.

The Mamalorians, however, represent only one segment of the expansive Disney Adult community. Just like all squares are rectangles but not all rectangles are squares, all Mamalorians are Disney Adults but certainly not all Disney Adults are Mamalorians. So for the rest of the fandom to take the heat from the cringe behavior of one subsect—particularly a subsect that makes up maybe a fraction of a percent of the whole—is somewhat unwarranted.
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One of the biggest issues people seem to have with Disney Adults (an issue that differentiates it from other fandoms, like football or crafting) is the “it’s for kids” thing. Is it okay for an adult to like something that’s stereotypically created for kids? And if they do, does that mean that the adult is stunted, infantile, trapped in the past, or immature?

Believe it or not, there are academics who study this kind of thing. Dr. Rebecca Rowe is an assistant professor at East Texas A&M University who studies the figure of the “kidult.” Kidults, in this context, are loosely defined as adults whose interests or media consumption are traditionally seen as more suitable for children. These are people who maybe collect toys, build Lego sets, read young adult novels, find joy in watching animated movies marketed to children, etc. This is the bucket where you’re going to find the millennials who are obsessed with Disney Channel shows from the late twentieth century and the Nineties Renaissance of animated movies.

“The cornerstone of what a kidult is, in my estimation, is that a kidult is responsible, but playful,” says Rowe. “So that is the positive side of the kidult. It’s the ability to balance those things. Not all kidults are very successful with that, so I also talk about the dark side of the kidult… it’s a person who is so mired in the past that they can’t move forward.”

While most kidults aren’t usually characterized as being unable to function in adult society, they are often criticized and seen as abnormal and on the fringes of the mainstream. “In the nineteenth century, adults were very much into children’s media, and it was just an accepted thing,” Rowe clarifies. A good example of this would be Lewis Carroll’s 1865 novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, which was widely read by adults and is regularly debated still as to whether it should be considered children’s literature. There was a crossover there—children’s themes with adult overtones and hidden meanings. “That’s why you saw a lot of authors who were writing for both children and adults, and you saw adults reading a lot of children’s literature. And then the twentieth century came along, and psychologists and other kinds of doctors, biologists, etc., were like, ‘No, childhood and adulthood are very separate things, and we need to keep them separate.’ And so that’s when we start seeing this kind of denigration of children’s literature and children’s media, but also the denigration of adults who are into those things.”

But this could be changing. The segment of kidults is growing as more adults own up to a nostalgic dedication to childhood hobbies, and many are using their grown-up money to buy toys, clothes, and accessories depicting their favorite animated movies—things they couldn’t afford as kids. A significant swath of the merchandise released by Disney in its parks over the past two years has been dedicated to Nineties Renaissance films like Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, The Little Mermaid, and Aladdin, as has much of its live entertainment. Hercules is having a moment as well, with its quintessential badass female heroine, Megara, leading the way.
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There are a handful of Disfluencers whose platforms strongly and extravagantly cross over into cosplay, with a lot of Disney, Marvel, and (especially) Star Wars theming. “Cosplay” is short for “costume play,” and is an all-encompassing term for dressing up as something you’re not. In the case of Disney, Star Wars, and Marvel cosplayers, they’ll dress up as characters from those franchises—usually specific to a certain film or scene—and create content for social media or go to themed conventions, like Disney’s annual D23 fan gatherings, decked out in immaculate makeup and expensive costuming. And I’m not talking about people who might wear a casual Princess Leia bun and a white robe. I’m talking about the people whose makeup and attire are so authentic that you’d swear they walked right off the movie’s set!

Criticism for this diverse group of hobbyists targets a multitude of “sins.” People who aren’t cosplayers criticize the group for “dressing up” like little kids on Halloween, spending too much on their costumes, and “escaping” reality by trying to be something or someone that they’re not. People who are cosplayers sometimes criticize other cosplayers for not being dedicated enough to the craft, e.g., not putting enough work into their costume or being lazy in their efforts to create “screen-accurate” looks; or for deliberately going “off-script” in a unique way, whether that’s by playing a character that isn’t the same race or gender as the cosplayer or creating a crossover or mash-up of two or more characters in one costume. And yet I’ve seen criticism online that there’s not enough variation or unique takes in the cosplay community.

There are various sets of “rules” for cosplay, and where you fit in the community may depend on which ones you espouse. It’s one of those hobbies where you sometimes feel like everyone’s coming for you, but it’s still a growing field of interest for Disney Adults.

“I saw the first Wonder Woman movie and became attached to her character and what she stands for. I tried to embody that in my own life. When Halloween came around, I decided I wanted to be Wonder Woman but wasn’t satisfied with Party City’s options.” CostumeKenz, aka Mackenzie, is a cosplayer and costume designer with a large Instagram following. She’s telling me about her entrée into cosplay. “I took to YouTube’s detailed tutorials, and decided to order supplies and give it a go. (I had no idea what I was doing—[I] burnt my fingers a ton of times shaping thermoplastic.) When the world went into lockdown in 2020, I continued making cosplays from my bedroom, and I haven’t stopped since.

“I make the vast majority of my cosplays completely by hand,” she continues. “I am a big believer in the ‘I can do that’ mindset, and [I] just learn new skills on the fly as I need to. I purchase materials from Joann Fabrics for basics and sewing notions and often turn to Etsy and MOOD in New York City when I need a very specific fabric. For wigs, I actually buy the bases on Amazon as I’ve found a few trusted sellers that make good quality products for an affordable price. I’ll cut, dye, and style the wigs myself from there.”

The planning, conceiving, and constructing of her costumes is, for Mackenzie, similar to the spark Disney parks fans feel from planning their trips and dining reservations. “Planning my cosplays is actually one of my favorite parts. The hard part is actually sewing the costume. The fun part is the planning and shopping.”

The time spent creating is, of course, dependent upon the complexity of the costume, but I ask Mackenzie to give me an idea of the time and money spent on one of her favorite Disney costumes: “I just finished Elizabeth Swann [from Pirates of the Caribbean], so I have a better idea of the time/cost for this costume. Planning and collecting the supplies began in February, five months ahead of the actual project beginning. In the effort to get as close to the original dress as possible, it takes a lot of time and research to find just the right supplies and techniques. I began actually sewing the dress in April and completed the project in early June—about two and a half months of work when my schedule allowed.” There is a cost breakdown of the supplies and where they were sourced on the following page.

Some cosplayers, like Mackenzie, make their own costumes and enjoy that part of the process. Others purchase their costumes, have them custom-made, or do a mix of DIY and purchasing custom- or ready-made components to cobble a costume together. Excellent cosplays can be made for peanuts, or you could spend more than $3,000 on one costume. The price tag can change depending on difficulty (how hard is it to get the fabrics or materials, what skill sets and/or tools are needed to create the costume, etc.) and aspirations for the costume. Some cosplayers are purely hobbyists, but others are looking for a certain level of recognition for their costume that feeds into an aspiring or established career in the field, or being noted by sponsors or brands in the case of social media influencers.





	ITEM

	COST

	STORE

	NOTES





	Plum Fabric

	$250.00

	MOOD

	$25 / yard




	Brocade Fabric

	$100.00

	MOOD

	$25 / yard




	Gold Buttons

	$13.47

	Joann

	$4.49 per package




	Black Buttons

	$17.96

	Joann

	$4.49 per package




	Elastic

	$0.75

	Joann

	$1.49 / yard




	Linen Fabric

	$12.99

	Joann

	$12.99 / yard




	Lace Trim

	$11.98

	Joann

	$5.99 / yard




	Plum Lining

	$83.94

	Joann

	$13.99 / yard




	Black Duck Fabric

	$25.98

	Joann

	$12.99 / yard




	Boning

	$9.69

	Amazon

	 




	Black Lace Trim Fabric

	$19.89

	Etsy

	$1.99 / yard




	Black Applique Fabric

	$67.96

	Joann

	$16.99 / yard




	Black Dye

	$20.96

	Joann

	iDye Poly $5.99, Rit $4.49




	Gold & Black Trims

	$36.87

	Etsy

	 




	Chemise Fabric

	$49.00

	Etsy

	 




	Thread

	$19.96

	Joann

	$4.99 each




	Paracord

	$13.29

	Amazon

	$13.29 each




	Hook & Eye Trim

	$9.99

	Amazon

	 




	Necklace

	$42.00

	Etsy

	 




	Patterns

	$47.40

	Etsy & eBay

	$8.39 Sleeves + $7.29 Chemise + $31.72 (Deadstock Butterick Pattern)




	Gold Trim

	$9.99

	Amazon

	 




	Wig Base

	$95.95

	Amazon

	 




	Hair Dye

	$58.00

	Ulta

	$38 for Gloss + $20 for 2 Dyes




	 

	 

	 

	 




	TOTAL

	$1,018.02

	 

	 







Mackenzie shares that she enjoys the social media aspect of cosplay because of the “positive, excited, and welcoming community of other cosplayers or fans that love the same characters I do and/or share my interest in the minute details of costume making…. Social media has allowed me to grow meaningful friendships with cosplayers all over the world who I would have not otherwise had the chance to meet.” But it can be a double-edged sword: “On the whole, I have had a very positive experience in the cosplay community and continue to be optimistic about the future,” says Mackenzie. “However, being present online means opening myself up to negative feedback from anyone on the internet, and people take advantage of the chance to say whatever they want in my comments. I am very good at not letting this bother me, but it’s no fun to open your phone and see someone you don’t know brutally criticizing you in the comments of a video or photo you’re very proud of. I like to remind myself that this is not a reflection of me. Hurt people hurt other people, so it’s really a reflection of the commenter themselves.”
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Disney is expensive. Theme park tickets are, even at a minimum, still over $100 per person, per day. A hotel stay on Disney property will set you back at least $200 per night, but can cost as much as $3,000 per night or more. Food prices are similar to what you’ll find in the world’s most popular tourist cities. And plenty of Disney fans budget at least $100 per trip for merchandise—sometimes a lot more. It’s easy to do a “budget” trip to Disney World for two adults and wind up paying $1,500 for a two-night stay, or upward of $4,000 for a week. So people who decide to go to Disney parks, buy Disney merchandise, and indulge in Disney food over and over again are regularly characterized as privileged, entitled, or simply crazy. Why would you spend that much on a budget trip to a theme park that you’ve already been to several times when you could take a bucket list trip to so many other places with that much coin?

The truth is that Disney theme parks are, in many ways, created specifically for adults, and are actively designed for repeat visits.

“I think there might be a misunderstanding of what there is to do at Disney, where you just think it’s a bunch of weirdo adults hanging out in a playground—and not realizing it’s a playground for adults in many ways,” says Hannah Sampson. “If you haven’t gone, maybe the picture you’ve seen is of Mickey Mouse hugging a child and you think that’s all there is. But clearly they’ve come up with a billion ways to take money from adults in adult-specific situations.”

Walt Disney once said, “You’re dead if you aim only for kids. Adults are only kids grown up, anyway.” We saw this ethos with his original marketing strategy in 1933, and we see it still today with adult-only dining and entertainment options in Disney theme parks, hotels, and cruise ships. Walt Disney World even had that adult-only nightclub district called Pleasure Island that was open from 1989 to 2008. (It has since been “reimagined” into a more family-friendly shopping and dining district called The Landing, but it still caters highly to adults.)

Drinking Around the World is a popular pastime for adults visiting Disney World without kids. The World Showcase in EPCOT was the OG location for this expedition—a miniature world tour through eleven different country-specific pavilions, where participants slosh through one alcoholic beverage per country; and it’s also common to spend the evening on pub crawls through several of the Disney resort hotels along the Disney transportation lines, like the Monorail or the Skyliner.

Many of Disney’s theme park thrill rides have height requirements that exclude kids. And thousands of couples choose to get married or honeymoon in Walt Disney World each year. But the spending goes even further than the parks. Disney Adults don’t just haul out dough for park tickets and airplane flights as a part of their fandom. The level of spend is raised significantly by merchandise, event tickets, costume or outfit creation, “status purchases,” and more.

It doesn’t all happen at once. It’s kind of a slippery slope. When we Disney Adults first start buying Disney stuff, it’s stuff that we have a connection to. On my first trips to Disney World as an adult in the late 1990s and early 2000s, I would purchase souvenirs that represented the hotel I stayed in or my favorite restaurants from the trip. These were special mementos that reminded me of enjoyable times. For example, I’d buy a colorful pin for $6.99 that had the name of a favorite eatery on it. I still do the same sort of thing today when I go somewhere new—I always buy a magnet for my fridge.

Another example: my dad and I used to bond while listening to Car Talk on National Public Radio every week when I was in high school. Once I went to college, he would burn recordings of the show each week and send them to me on CDs. So, when Tom and Ray Magliozzi, the hosts of the show, were tapped to play Dusty and Rusty, the Rust-eze brothers, in Pixar’s Cars, I purchased the die-cast toys of their characters and sent them to my dad. After he passed away, I inherited them and still keep them on my desk.

That’s all within the realm of social acceptability, right? People buy souvenirs that have special meanings for them or remind them of a memorable experience. But when you’re transitioning into a full-on Disney Adult, things can begin to escalate. Pretty soon, these purchases turn into “collectibles.” I’m kind of a completionist, so in the case of the hotel souvenirs, for example, I wanted to “collect ’em all,” which of course meant that I had to keep going back to Disney World and stay in more and more hotels—kind of like a bucket list—even if I didn’t really care about staying in some of the hotels all that much. Of course, my work colleagues in Manhattan didn’t understand that as an excuse when they asked me why I was going back to Disney World again; but when another Disney fan would see my collection, they’d maybe grow a little jealous that I’d stayed in so many of the hotels. And sometimes, their jealousy might give me a little serotonin boost of self-confidence. Then I would—subconsciously of course—start looking for other ways to get that same self-confidence boost from other fans. “Maybe,” I’d think, “I could accomplish this through racking up more and more Disney trips and listing them in my signature on online message boards. Or maybe I could buy exclusive merchandise that was released only on one specific day—like merchandise from the opening day of Toy Story Land in Walt Disney World or EPCOT’s 35th Anniversary that literally reads, ‘I Was There.’ ” The opportunities to out-purchase and out-swag your fellow Disney Adults are endless.

Now, I’m being very real about some of my personal experiences becoming a Disney Adult, and other fans might be much less competitive about the whole situation. But rest assured, the Disney fan hierarchy is very much alive and well. And your “status” in this community can rely heavily on how much you’ve accomplished that inspires FOMO in other Disney Adults. News flash: Disney is fully aware of this. From $30 exclusive popcorn buckets (some of which you can only buy if you’re a member of an expensive affinity group—like Annual Passholders to the parks) to $80 backpacks to $190 purses and $200 special event tickets, the financial outlay of a card-carrying, status-seeking Disney Adult can cost you thousands of dollars each year over and above all the theme park tickets and movie passes. And when a popcorn bucket of a fictional character you’ll only see in a theme park (Figment, the purple dragon from EPCOT’s Journey into Imagination ride, has never even appeared in a Disney movie!) can command six-hour waits for multiple days, Disney knows they’ve got a bunch of junkies at their beck and call who will buy nearly anything in order to experience something exclusive and nostalgic, or even to outdo their fellow fans.

This competitive buying all came to a head for me at the opening event for a new theme park land—Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge—in Disneyland in 2019. This was probably my straw that broke the camel’s back in terms of Disney merchandise. See, you could only purchase certain merchandise items “on planet,” i.e., inside Galaxy’s Edge. That sort of exclusivity is like catnip to some Disney Adults. As someone who is more of a Disney fan than a Star Wars fan, I didn’t know what half of the merch was. I didn’t know the characters or the references. But it didn’t matter because I bought all of it! Mugs, clothing, pins. There was even a puppet of a Porg that made real Porg noises. I now own him.

When I was mid-process of building a $100-plus-tax remote-control R2-series astromech droid designed to resemble Darth Vader, which I defaulted to naming Fred because Fred Savage was building the droid next to me, I knew I’d gone too far. I had mentally blacked out, and when I came to, standing next to Fred Savage (the human, not the droid) with a handful of droid parts, I felt absurd. It was then and there that I committed myself to questioning each and every Disney souvenir purchase I made henceforth, asking myself when and how I intended to use each item in the future. If it wasn’t emotionally important (like the Car Talk die-cast toys) or imminently useful in my life, it was no longer allowed to be a line on my credit card. And thank God for that for the sake of my bank balance! (Full disclosure, the only place that this strict policy tends to go out the window is at Tokyo Disneyland, but, really, I’m getting so much better than I was before. Baby steps.)

Disney is a hobby, and while others save up their cash to spend on books, exclusive gear for skiing, Taylor Swift tours, or sports season tickets, Disney fans spend their money on Disney. And I think the main reason why people are upset about this actually may not be about the spending. Maybe it’s about spending “inappropriately” for a grown adult. On a theme park… built for kids.
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So let’s dig into that whole topic for a second—what makes a Disney fan, in the eyes of the masses online, so very different from other types of fans? Why are excesses in other fandoms acceptable, but considered bad form when it comes to Disney fans?

Remember how I’m a huge football fan, and this is mostly because my mom is a huge football fan? She splurged on those Bills tickets for several years, but our fandom also included buying jerseys representing our favorite players (mine was actually custom since my favorite player, free safety Mark Kelso, wasn’t popular enough to merit mass-production jerseys), driving to and from the games (150 miles round trip for every home match!), meals on the way to and from the games, and, of course, tailgating. When all was said and done, she spent thousands of dollars—possibly upward of $10,000—on her hobby. And this isn’t uncommon when it comes to dedicated sports fans.

As our good friend Todd Martens said, “There’s no such thing as a Dodger Adult, but the culture around baseball is just as obsessive and weird [as Disney fan culture].”

So, are Disney Adults really any different in their love of Disney than sports fans are when they follow their team? Dr. Rebecca Williams, associate professor of research and development at University of South Wales and author of Theme Park Fandom, says, “Sports fans might be comparable.You’ve always gotta buy the new jersey and go to the games. Disney [and sport franchises] are very much about spending, whether it’s on a visit or on different kinds of merchandise.”

It’s true: there are tangibly similar neurological underpinnings behind Disney and sports fandoms. The hippocampus and amygdala are both directly activated for similar reasons in both cases. The hippocampus is responsible for associating stimuli with reward, and making that a part of your memory. The amygdala processes emotions and helps you associate with memories. In the case of Disney, the pleasant and familiar sounds and smells from nostalgic experiences activate the brain’s association of those sounds and smells with past positive stimuli and tell the brain to make dopamine. Similarly, in a 2017 study at Oxford University, “the neural correlates of passionate engagement in football fans”1 proved a direct correlation between positive sports outcomes for the preferred team and dopamine reception in these parts of the brain. When we see our favorite team score, or when we catch the first notes of “When You Wish Upon a Star,” our brains know to feel happy before we do.

Outside of the neurological similarities, when you look at both fandoms from a distance, the most obvious commonality is the intensity of the fans’ interest and engagement. With Disney, you have some fans who go once every few years, and some who move to Orlando specifically to be in closer proximity to the parks. Similarly, you have the types of sports fans who just watch the games at home and maybe go to a big game once a year, and you also have those who are decked out in merchandise with costly season tickets in hand, as well as a budget for away game travel costs.

Everyone knows a trip to Disney is not cheap, but there are variables that can take it from fairly reasonable (if you skip the Hopper option on your tickets, if you stay off-property or at a budget resort, if you don’t have table service meals every day) to quite extravagant (a multiroom suite, Annual Passes, behind-the-scenes tours, and signature meals). However, a sports fan going to see the Orlando Magic—a team based in the same region as Disney World—could spend anywhere between $1,850 and $23,100 on season tickets alone. Then another $50 to $60 on a jersey. Parking for the forty-one home games per season with a $15 parking ticket each time will cost $615 a season on the conservative side. Of course, these costs don’t take into account the price for tickets to away games, the flights to get to those cities, car rentals, hotels, and all of the additional costs—like food, possibly alcohol, etc.—that are associated with being a devout out-of-town fan. The meet and greets, signings, trading cards, novelty items, etc. can add up infinitely, exactly as any vacation expenses can.

And while we focused on sports here, you will find there are similarities in extreme behavior in many other fandoms.

So, once again, if the neurological, physical, and emotional responses that Disney triggers in Disney Adults are not dissimilar from those experienced by sports fans, why, then, are the latter heralded while the former are condemned?
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Maybe this will shed some light.

Let’s tick down the list so far of why people hate Disney Adults:


	Publicly cringey behavior and vocal overzealousness

	Childlike or silly obsessions with dressing in costumes, theme parks, cartoons, toys, and other things that are “for kids”

	Spending money in a way that doesn’t make sense to others



There are many ways to hate a Disney Adult, and many reasons why people do. All the points listed above are regularly riffed on in online threads about Disney Adults, but there is a less acknowledged element of the community that could, and I think does, also affect perception. The Disney Adult community carries a strongly negative feminine stereotype.

When I spoke to journalist EJ Dickson, she made it clear that, in her estimation, a lot of the Disney Adults who are the most reviled are women: “I know Disney Adults from all ends of the socioeconomic spectrum: men, women, all ages, all races. But the ones who are most represented on social media and the ones who tend to attract the most attention are white women, I would say.”

Megan K., another self-proclaimed Disney Adult, and also a bona fide neuroscientist, agreed: “I think there’s a significant link between how misogyny and infantilizing women ties into [the hate]. ‘Oh, women should be cutesy and feminine and everything.’ But we also punish them for it…. So I think that’s part of it.”

I looked into the “mostly women” theory noted by EJ and Megan. Surveys and research point to a slightly larger percentage of overall Disney fans being female—e.g., those who watch the movies, go to the theme parks, buy the merchandise. But I think the online contingent of Disney Adults may favor women more significantly. When I look at the demographics of my followers on the Disney Food Blog, almost 80 percent of them are women. And merchandisers and advertisers build strategies based on survey results that women are the primary travel and trip planners for their family vacations. That is just a single snapshot of the fandom, but it’s enough to lend some merit to the stereotype that many of our members skew female and/or LGBTQ. And there is negativity toward those groups right now, especially online.

Dr. Rebecca Rowe notes that women have not had the same ease of entry as white, heterosexual men into a world where adults are allowed to enjoy things that are for kids. “The kidults, especially as we start seeing them show up in the eighties and nineties, were predominantly white, at least middle class if not upper class, usually male. We see that especially in the way they’ve been represented on TV and film. That’s only been changing very recently and there are a few different reasons for that. One: like I said earlier, you have to buy into kidulthood. You have to have the money to purchase the things. Two: white men—white, heterosexual, middle-class men—are considered the normative adult. They’re allowed to play with the lines of adulthood a lot more than other people. Women were considered children for a really long time. Women had to fight to be considered adults. So it’s harder for women, people of color, queer people, etc., to kind of play with what it means to be an adult because, in order to be taken seriously by white men, they have to do all of these things and it’s more dangerous for them to engage in the image of the kidult.”

To answer the “why are football fans okay but Disney fans are not” question posed earlier, these demographics account for some of the biggest and most glaring differences in the way we treat people in different fandoms. Dickson says, “We don’t vilify Trekkies. We don’t vilify Star Wars fans. My dad has had Jets season tickets since 1967. Nobody vilifies him even though he’s arguably spent more money following this terrible, terrible team and [has] definitely endured more mental anguish over his lifetime as a result of his fandom [than any Disney Adult ever has]. So why do we hate Disney Adults so much? And I think it’s largely because they’re women. Not entirely, but a lot of the reason.”

That viral Reddit AITA (Am I the Asshole) post about the couple who say they paid for Mickey and Minnie instead of catering their wedding made a mini-celebrity of Jodi Eichler-Levine, the professor of religious studies at Lehigh University we first met in Chapter 2. She argued in an article for the Jewish Telegraphic Agency that much of the criticism leveled at Disney Adults is simplistic and could be seen as sexist. “There’s a gender component, too,” says Eichler-Levine. “When it comes to Disney as opposed to Marvel or Star Wars, there’s a larger number of women in the fan base. Princesses are symbolic of Disney, and they are girls. And so that idea of princess culture, of course, is problematic if we’re looking at girls’ agency—even Disney has realized that—but because of things like princess culture, Disney the brand got feminized. Part of the rise of Marvel and Star Wars is to defeminize the brand as a whole. But the actual word ‘Disney’ for a lot of people still evokes women and children, and sometimes gay men. And all of those people are demonized by certain segments of U.S. society. There was a viral tweet last year mocking a woman who cried when she saw the castle. Because Disney fans are feminized and infantilized.”2

It doesn’t help that these feminine Disney princesses—often depicted in puffy dresses and crowns—have long been criticized for perpetuating stereotypical depictions of gender: the “damsels in distress” critiqued as being passive, waiting to be saved. But it’s important to note that a few key, and somewhat controversial, things have happened recently in the world of Disney princesses.

The portrayal of Disney’s leading ladies and their storylines has evolved, particularly with newer princesses. Disney has somewhat sought to refocus the narrative surrounding princess culture—you’ll now see taglines like “Disney Princess: Be the Hero of Your Story.” Disney has also gone as far as renaming its princess-helmed films to broaden their potential audience. After a lackluster performance at the box office for The Princess and the Frog in 2009, Disney blamed the film’s title—noting that based on response from fans and critics, boys didn’t want to see a movie with “princess” on the marquee. So for Tangled in 2010, Disney didn’t take any chances.

The originally titled Rapunzel was changed to the less girly Tangled to appeal to a broader swath of moviegoers. “We did not want to be put in a box,” noted Ed Catmull, president of Pixar and Disney Animation Studios, to the LA Times.3 “Some people might assume it’s a fairy tale for girls when it’s not. We make movies to be appreciated and loved by everybody.” Around the same time, Disney shelved the Snow Queen film they were working on because they believed they’d had too many films in a row with female protagonists. That film was eventually retitled Frozen, released in 2013, and hasn’t stopped since—with its second, highly anticipated sequel expected in November 2027.

And some feminists have taken back princess culture—refusing to be “shamed” for their love of the heroines. Sophia Weng, writing for the Harvard Political Review, argues that “Disney princesses subvert the notion that there is one kind of strength, and that strength and femininity are mutually exclusive.” Weng argues that even the earlier princesses (like Snow White and Cinderella) demonstrate strength through compassion, caring, and kindness in the face of adversity. They are strong—just not in a “traditionally masculine” sense. Weng believes that “women deserve to have role models who can be many different things, because we are not meant to fit into boxes.”4
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After all of the above, I’m self-aware enough to know there are plenty of concerns that are grounded in truth when it comes to the criticism of Disney Adults, including the gaggle of Disney Adult influencers. A Business Insider article about Disney influencers from 2023 notes, “On TikTok, examples are plentiful of teenagers and 20-somethings physically touching or recording [Disney employees], asking personal questions to [make them break character]. [A] Disney World employee recalled a guest who broke park rules by lapping water from decorative fountains.” Knowing plenty of Disney Parks cast members, I have heard many similar anecdotes myself.

“I think [by] breaking the rules for [social media and website] clicks—basically jumping into the lagoon or doing the clothes hack that was all the rage last year where you wear something that will violate the [Disney World dress code] policy so that they buy you a free T-shirt—there’s a lot of online notoriety at play,” says Hannah Sampson. “So to me, it’s not purely fandom; but I do feel like those things have kind of started to become intertwined.” This behavior, as you may already have guessed, is one of the main reasons why, when I ask someone whether they’re a Disney Adult, they often respond by saying, “Well… I’m not that kind of Disney Adult.”

Remember when we chatted about how Disney has been compared to a religion or a cult, and how, sometimes, there’s that hierarchical, competitive element? It’s time to dig into that a little bit more. Because, again, I was shocked by how many Disney Adults told me that the biggest negative to being a Disney Adult was… other Disney Adults.

I collaborated with freelance journalist Amelia Tait to survey over one thousand self-proclaimed Disney Adults. When asked what criticisms of the community they found valid, over 36 percent agreed that Disney Adults can be “cringe”; 12.9 percent noted that Disney Adults should make way for children in the parks; 7.2 percent said that Disney Adults make things more expensive in the parks; 28.4 percent said that Disney Adults put unrealistic images on social media; and an overwhelming 67 percent complained about Disney Adults scalping merchandise. Of those in our survey, 1.6 percent went so far as to say that Disney Adults should “grow up.”

“The resellers who flood into stores when some new merch drops, to me, it seems a little outrageous,” says Sampson. She’s referring to a group of people who buy up as much stock of brand-new Disney merchandise as possible—especially merchandise that is limited, exclusive, or particularly “status-worthy”—and resell it online for potentially huge profits. When that exclusive Figment popcorn bucket was released, resellers were charging hundreds on eBay. “I know that it’s business, but I also assume that it’s a business that’s undertaken by Disney Adults. But buying merch and reselling it seems to me to be pretty extreme.”

These tend to be the most universally hated Disney Adults of them all—at least by other Disney Adults. The practice has caused Disney to establish item-per-transaction limits on its popular merchandise and revoke the tickets of proven perpetrators; but you may still see guests leaving new merchandise drops with trash bags full of dozens of the same exclusive items (e.g., plush toys of Splash Mountain characters like Brer Rabbit and Brer Bear on the last day of operation for Disney World’s Splash Mountain attraction), which then pop up on eBay within minutes at twice their original cost… or many times more. It’s unclear whether these are Disney Adults themselves or just disinterested opportunists seeking a quick profit, but the practice denies many Disney fans the opportunity to purchase these limited items.

“I don’t really cast judgment if I’m reporting on something,” says Sampson. “But we’ve definitely seen examples where it seems like people have gone way farther than what the societal norm is, and that’s when you start to see a backlash. I think it does contribute to the image of Disney Adults as being unhinged.”

This checks out. We’ve all seen the videos and the tweets and the viral memes ourselves. We know how people act on the internet. Or rather, how people act to get a few clicks on the internet. But Disney Adults aren’t just maligned on internet fan sites. They’re the weaklings of the proverbial playground both on- and offline. Their reputation for prioritizing their pleasure and their own experience over everyone else’s tends to paint them with a bratty, selfish, and immature brush—the “naive, overgrown children” that EJ Dickson mentioned earlier.

But this is just one small element of internal strife in the Disney Adult community. Former Disney cast member Mark S.I says this about the phenomenon of one-upmanship that we often see as an element of these fandom groups: “I think it’s summed up as: Disney Adults only want something if it means someone else can’t have it. And so I think that Disney does a really good job of always having a way to level up.” There are plenty of Disney fans who are keeping up with the Joneses. Mark continues: “There were times where I felt like a Disney Adult would make bad decisions for themselves financially because they felt like they needed to keep up with other people in the community.”

Lady Chappelle pinned it when she characterized this behavior as people lording their self-perceived “status” over others’ heads. Whoever does it better, longer, for a larger audience, whatever—that’s who “wins,” according to some. And that follows a theory I heard time and again from Disney fans: that the negativity around being a Disney Adult doesn’t always come from the people who don’t understand, but rather from those who understand all too well.

Dr. Rebecca Williams notes: “I think as soon as you start to get into the point where you’re posting horrible things to other people or that you’re starting to take things personally, that’s when it spills over into being sort of toxic. That’s the point when it becomes potentially quite harmful. At that point, you need to probably log off and take a couple of steps backwards.”
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“As a high school kid, I kept my Disney fandom hidden. And part of that was because my favorite bands were the Clash and punk rock bands, and I’m sort of like, maybe that doesn’t gel with the Disney thing,” said Todd Martens. “But I can love both. I think Joe Strummer of the Clash is an idealist, and so was Walt Disney.”

Todd has wrestled regularly—even publicly in his stories for the LA Times—with the concept of how Disney Adults are perceived. “I was aware that being a guy in his early thirties going to Disneyland by myself could be perceived as weird; could be perceived as not growing up. And I wanted to find a way to sort of intellectualize it. Why do I gravitate towards this place?

“That’s when I started to think of theme park attractions as works of art and what they are trying to convey. It has to be more than ‘fun,’ or an escape, or ‘We like the snacks.’ It has to be psychologically deeper than that. When I’d go on dates and a woman said, ‘Don’t you think that’s weird?’ I wanted [to have] a response: ‘No, actually it’s important.’ And I also sort of defend myself and say, ‘Look, if all I did was go to Disneyland, maybe that would be a red flag. But I do go and volunteer at our museums. I love everything from baseball to live theater.’ ”

This is what I hear over and over again from Disney Adults: “It’s not the whole of who I am. I love Disney. I choose to go to Disney theme parks and watch Disney movies and purchase Disney products, but there are other things I love and choose and purchase as well.” It’s very possible to be a Disney fan, but to also be a well-rounded person who contributes to society in a positive way. In fact, I would wager a confident bet that most of us fall into that category. Just because those aren’t the fans that get the reach on social media or the headlines in mainstream articles doesn’t mean that those aren’t the majority of the members of the Disney fan community.

Todd says, “I think when I encounter people out in the world who identify as Disney Adults, I consider it to be an extremely positive thing. Because I find, generally, people who are fans of places like theme parks are people who are curious and people who are playful. And life is really stressful.”

Theme park journalist Carlye Wisel agrees. “I think what Disney Adults have done really well is allowed themselves to feel joy as an adult. Because adulthood is very hard. That’s why everyone’s craving little treats all day—because you wake up, you parent, you go to work, you come home, you pay bills, you watch a little TV… your life is kind of on repeat.

“And then there’s this place filled with different magical lands, where you can do whatever you want no matter who you are, no matter what age you are. And I think Disney provides this avenue for joy that other places don’t and other people just don’t comprehend that. I think when people have a rage for Disney Adults, it’s because they see that extreme level of joy. There’s this negativity on the outside where Disney Adults are doing something that, culturally, you’re not supposed to do; but really I think Disney Adults have figured it out and everyone on the outside are the weird ones.”

Disney is a magical escape. But the truly regenerative and protective aspect of this community is, again, how little they actually care about the stereotype—how little the negativity online toward Disney Adults affects them on the whole.

“My experience with [Disney Adults] I’ve interviewed is that they’re just sweet, genuine, in touch with their emotions, well-adjusted adults who get that what they like is not for everyone, but also are not insecure about liking it,” says Hannah Sampson. “Pretty much every Disney Adult who I’ve interviewed talks about the community that they have found among other Disney Adults and how they feel welcomed.”

“We’re not thinking about people hating Disney Adults,” notes Carlye Wisel. “We’re having a good time. We’re just millions of people who are seeking fun in our adult lives. And I think that there’s something really magical there that we are able to experience so much fun even once society has said, ‘You’re not a child. You can’t have fun like that anymore. You can’t run around with a balloon. That’s for kids.’ I think that we’ve found a place that allows us to have a level of joy as we age that other places don’t really allow for.”

I imagine that we’ll all come up with different answers to the question at the heart of this chapter, but the fact remains that Disney Adults are still stigmatized. Maybe it’s the cringe crimes; maybe it’s the whole “kid” thing—or the “lack of kids” thing; maybe it’s the overspending; and maybe even still it’s the internalized biases that poison our perspectives. But while the hate and the prejudice and the ill repute that trail the Disney Adult community may be difficult to eliminate, there is a resiliency in this group that will continue to thrive.

“I love [Disney Adults] because I have never experienced such passionate, vocal people in my entire life. And this fandom knows what they’re talking about,” exclaims Carlye. “They know the culture. They know the characters. They know so much about the company—and I say this as someone who has said things online and been dragged to hell—that honestly, if the Disney community is coming for me, they’re probably right and I am probably wrong. I love that this group of people cares so much about this place and about what happens in it.”



	I. Name has been changed for anonymity.
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Whether you’re in a cult, a church, or a book club, you’re only as good as your tribe. Disney Adults probably don’t think about it consciously, but without each other, we’d be nothing; the magic and nostalgia of Disney may drive us to the brand, but the relationships and interactions with other Disney fans are the glue that holds this whole thing together. In my early Disney Adult years of online message board indulgence, relationships developed. Some people dated. Some people got married. Some people (myself included) got banned. But this was the beginning of explosive Disney Adult community growth. We finally had a forum to talk about this with other people who were just as dedicated (read: obsessed), people who wanted to talk ad nauseum about Disney. Finally we had a tribe of people who wouldn’t roll their eyes… and may, in fact, be more into this than we were.

The online message boards have evolved into fan conventions, social media communities, cosplay groups, fan art sharing, and merchandise marketplaces that bring with them a sense of belonging as well as that fascinating internal social hierarchy. But it’s not all inwardly focused and exclusive. These communities have grown to include charitable endeavors. Big ones. Disney Adults and the groups they’ve formed are responsible for raising millions of dollars for a variety of needs. Some of these are personal—individuals in the community who need help. And some are broad—like national and international charities. A huge number of folks get together over a shared love of Disney and end up as powerful forces for good in their communities, well beyond the limits of movies or amusement parks.

Over the years, a lot of these groups have taken on lives and brands of their own—the whole is more than the sum of its parts. But I don’t think it’s overly cynical to point out that Disney as a company benefits financially from any group that is melded together by their passion for all things Disney. As fans initiate affinity groups of their own—especially when they’re still centered around the Disney parks—the online interaction that goes along with them is a lifeblood for Disney. But that truly doesn’t matter when it comes to how these fans give back to the real world.

Let’s take, for just one individual example, Disney cosplayer extraordinaire Sam C. On first glance, anyone could be forgiven for thinking Sam is a beauty influencer, with her long, pale blonde hair and perfect makeup. And the truth is, it’s not too far off. She’s a professional princess, or at least a professional Disney princess cosplayer, so she is most definitely in the business of glamour. Impressively, in addition to her nearly 50K fans on Instagram, she’s also an entrepreneur, but the priority for her is her charity work.

When I catch up with her, it’s in a rare moment when she’s sitting down at home. This girl is busy with a capital B. I ask her how her life as a popular Disney cosplayer started. And how does it work?

“We watched Frozen,” she says of herself and her partner, describing the origins of her interest in making costumes and dressing up. “And I thought, this would be a really cool Halloween costume. So we went out all dressed up; he was Jack Frost and I was Elsa. I posted pictures of us online and suddenly people were messaging me saying, ‘Hey, do you do kids’ parties?’ ”

She laughs, but I can see exactly why they asked. She’s a perfect fit for her princess costumes and her character looks are very convincing. “Then someone asked me to volunteer for a charity event [meeting kids while dressed as Elsa] and I was like, sure. I mean, what do I have to lose? And then when I did it, I thought, ‘I kind of like this.’ ” Plenty of Disney fans dream of taking on the identity of a favorite character and hanging out with other fans. To get to do it and help someone else in the process is just that much better.

“I started doing charity events before I actually launched a princess company. I worked with Ronald McDonald House and so many parents of hospitalized children were just like, ‘My kids may never get to experience this.’ And that was it for me. This is what I’m meant to do,” recalls Sam.

But soon Sam started to see another opportunity for her charity work—a bigger one—and it came via an unexpected route. “It was just princesses for a long time. And then, oddly enough, Suicide Squad was announced and there were leaked photos of Margot Robbie as Harley Quinn. People kept sending them to me and they’re like, ‘I thought this was you!’ So I made Harley Quinn’s outfit and wore it for Halloween, and when I posted it on the internet it kind of went viral.

“The following year I went to Comic-Con and dressed up as Harley Quinn,” she continues, “and it was much more professional-looking and I made a lot of connections. I think that was the year I was posted on GQ’s website.” She soon realized there was more to life than just princesses. “I started incorporating superheroes. I eventually did Black Widow and I started to meet Marvel cosplayers.”

Sam decided to take the combo of cosplay and charity work into superhero status. “I was doing [Make-A-Wish Foundation] visits on the side. And I was like, we should really do this as Marvel. That’s how I started the New York Avengers, which is a 501(c)3. We’re still doing it six years later.”

The New York Avengers are the real deal. Seriously, if you look at pictures of their cosplay online, you will be shocked they aren’t the actual actors from the films. Sam first got a group of a few superheroes together for a charity event, and today, there are more than twenty cosplayers involved, visiting kids who are battling cancer and other life-threatening illnesses.

The reward of investing time into something you love is tremendous. But the reward of doing that with the support of others who feel the same way, creating a “found family” or community that way, is priceless. Humans seek community because we know intrinsically that community is good for us. It’s literally good for our health. Strong social connections can increase longevity, give you a stronger immune system, and lower levels of anxiety and depression. A sense of community can even give you higher self-esteem.

Megan K., the neuroscientist and Disney Adult we met in Chapter 2, shares an instance where a small moment in a park spoke volumes. “We were waiting for Nomad Lounge in Animal Kingdom, and there was a girl who looked miserable with her family. She had on a little rainbow friendship bracelet, and I had on a pride shirt. She saw me from just across the way and just did a raised fist power symbol with her little wrist, and I saluted or thumbed-up or something back. And then she was just walking with her head held high; she caught up with her family, and I saw her start talking with them. I realized then that by me being here and me being visible, this is helping other people who are also questioning whether or not they can be out in the world. I mean, that sounds very self-important when I say that, but it made me feel good about my decisions to still basically be going [to Disney World] at a time when I wasn’t sure if I should be boycotting or something.”

Megan credits her Disney fandom as an entrée into a community that supports and accepts her fluid self-identification and that of other members of the LGBTQ community. “That’s very much the reason why I go to the parks,” she says. “It’s the version of community that I wish existed more in the larger world.”

But, lucky for so many of us, the positive effects aren’t exclusive to in-person communities. The National Center for Biotechnology Information produced studies showing that even “people with serious mental illness” can develop “feelings of group belonging” and help one another discover coping strategies just from communicating with like-minded individuals. Back in the old days, there were organizations that put pen pals together, usually overseas, to share thoughts and ideas. Now, of course, social media is becoming an increasingly large part of the way we establish belonging in communities and stay in touch with other members of our tribe, especially when physical spaces aren’t accessible.

When Disney was closed during the early days of the pandemic, fans gathered online en masse, to share memories, photos, and information about projected park openings and conditions. The Walt Disney Company would issue a statement and the information would spread instantly across the community via the internet. As a result, new friendships were formed like never before.

I run a media company focused on Disney news, which is heavily underscored by videos from the Disney theme parks. On March 13, 2020, when Disney announced they would be closing their parks for “two weeks,” the gloom in the office was palpable. What were we supposed to do? What sort of content were we supposed to make if we couldn’t go into the parks to collect it? Within days it was obvious that Disney’s projected “two weeks” was going to be much longer than that. And we suddenly had to figure out how to pivot into an entirely new company—brainstorming articles, videos, and social media content that would carry our audience through untold months of park closures. It was a challenge like no other we’d faced before, and we weren’t sure we were going to be able to surmount it. We had full-time staff whose entire job was going into the Disney theme parks and reviewing food, rides, and hotels. How were we going to keep paying them if we suddenly had no work for them, and no audience to consume whatever we did produce?

Two things happened that spring that kept my spirits and drive alive, and made me love what I do even more. First, our incredible team—located all over the world—pulled together like never before. We did pivot, and we started writing articles and creating content that we knew our audience needed even more than Disney World planning tips. We’ve always worked according to the rule of “above all else, add value,” and we understood that what our readers and viewers and followers needed right then, more than anything, was joy, laughter, and hope. So that’s what we created. Articles about what to do with all of the toilet paper you stockpiled at the end of March, instructions on how to stress-bake Disney recipes, and compilations of YouTube videos that would make you feel like you were in the parks and riding rides from your living room couch. I started adding honest and funny notes of encouragement to our Friday newsletters to help people feel a little less like they were all alone in this and instead recognize that we’re all struggling, but at least we’re struggling together.

And second, we saw a massive surge in our audience numbers. While we were expecting to lose followers and website traffic, what we got instead was an onslaught of Disney fans needing their “fix,” and being grateful to us for providing it. When people suddenly couldn’t go to the parks—couldn’t go anywhere, honestly—and were desperately looking for a community to virtually join, we were there, and we welcomed each and every one of them. In retrospect, it makes perfect sense. When you lose your in-person communities due to a pandemic, you go looking to fill that interactive need elsewhere. Finding your tribe, in person or online, can be mission critical.
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There are hundreds—maybe thousands—of clubs, communities, groups, and societies that have evolved out of broad-reaching Disney fandom. In the same way that Harry Potter fans have created entire Quidditch leagues, Disney fans have teamed up to start train-appreciation societies, pin-trading clubs, historical groups, and more. One of the most long-standing and prominent is the group that attends Gay Days on both coasts.


GAY DAYS

The first informally organized Gay Day at Disney World was in June 1991, when approximately three thousand LGBTQ guests and allies met up in the Magic Kingdom. The trademark of the event was that the participants would don red shirts so they could identify others there to celebrate. By 1995, with a regular starting date of the first Saturday in June, the Gay Days crowd had grown to ten thousand, and they came from all over the world. By 2010, Gay Days was six days long and welcomed 150,000 participants. Events were organized by different groups to offer pool parties, cocktail parties, games, and workshops at various local hotels. Additionally, self-identified subgroups would have specific meetups in the park—for example, those who identified as “bears” would meet at the Country Bear Jamboree.

But it wasn’t always smooth sailing. In the early days, Disney took a noticeably cautious approach to the event. Jeffrey R. Epstein, Gay Days Disneyland founder, coauthor of the book Queens in the Kingdom, and former vice president of corporate communications for The Walt Disney Company, recalls, “There were signs put up in front of Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom that said, and I am paraphrasing here, ‘Members of the gay community or the LGBT community will be in the park today. This is not an official Disney event.’ And Disney felt like they were doing their due diligence to alert guests that this was happening. And members of the community felt like Disney was warning people about coming into the park. So that created some friction.”

The friction didn’t stop with Disney’s response. “There were people outside the company who were not excited about Gay Days happening,” Jeffrey says. “There were times where there were planes flown over the park with messages that were homophobic—or at best very conservatively based. And I think there was a general misconception about what the events were. Certain media portrayed it as a hedonistic event.”

From 2011 to 2014, the Florida Family Association contracted to fly banners proclaiming “WARNING GAY DAY AT DISNEY” along the Central Florida motorways where guests exit for Disney World. The organization claimed that their banners decreased Disney World attendance by over 50 percent on those days.1 The banners were praised by activist Janet Porter of the group Faith 2 Action, who warned her followers that “cross-dressing men will be among those parading public displays of perversion [at Gay Days].”

Jeffrey continues: “But the origins of it were truly pure and excited to give members of a community that, to a large degree, feel marginalized an opportunity to come together in a way of positivity and really celebrate both our community and our love for Disney.” Frequent Gay Days attendee Ira Douglas said in an interview with USA Today, “It’s just a very magical thing when you can walk down the street and be who you are. They embrace our people. The creativity, the love that we share, the love that we give, you know, it’s great to have that love given back in return.”

Word of the popular event spread, and in 1998, Gay Days made it to the West Coast. It began as a weekend event at Disneyland in Anaheim, California, with twenty-five hundred in attendance, and this time, Disney’s support grew more quickly with the event. It was a key strategy for Disney, as they were able to control the narrative somewhat surrounding an event that was getting a lot of attention. “We were working very closely with [Disney] PR because suddenly LGBTQ media from all over the country wanted to come in, and they were like, can we get tickets?” says Jeffrey, who was spearheading the Anaheim event at the time. “We partnered with Disney and some of the Downtown Disney restaurants, trying to keep everything very centered. They were even able to help with the unofficial things and unofficial meetups when we gave them our schedules. So they were able to better prepare as well. It was great.

“I think they saw that working with us was better operationally for them, drove more people to the gate for them, drove more hotels for them. There was a big upside for Disney as well as for the event.” He pulls out an official Disney-sanctioned and -sold souvenir—a rainbow pride antenna topper—which Disney began selling in the early 2010s (likely 2013). “I remember the first time I saw one of these; I was just like, what? I thought it was the coolest thing ever. Disney was very smart with how they entered the market in that way, and certainly, if not overtly, marketing to the community in a subtle way, having the community feel seen.”

In 2021 the West Coast event was moved from October to September, and by 2023 attendance was in excess of thirty thousand. Additionally, Disneyland held its first official Pride Nites in 2023, on June 13 and June 15, as part of their Disneyland After Dark event series.

As the event grew, the mood around it changed. It ceased to be exclusively for “queens in the kingdom” and grew to include their families and allies, adding up to a feeling of profound endorsement for many folks who had previously felt like they didn’t really belong.

“More and more gay families came,” says Jeffrey. “And now when I go to visit the welcome center that is set up during the Gay Days at Disneyland, I see families of all ages and dimensions of diversity, and it’s wonderful and heartwarming.”



DAPPER DAYS

If you love fashion and being dressed to the nines, Dapper Days have entered the chat. It was all started in 2011 by Justin Jorganson, and has since become a massive fan-led event. As a child on a long road trip from North Dakota to Winnipeg with his family, Jorganson saw a store called Dapper Dan. The stores were created by Daniel R. Day in Harlem, New York, and were devoted to the principles of exquisite dressing. Jorganson’s parents took him in to see the displays he was so interested in, and he left with a promotional pin from the establishment and a lifelong fascination with fashion.

For years he toyed with the idea of indulging his interest and sharing it with others by having some sort of dress-up day for adults at Disneyland, hoping that he could make the park look a little more like its concept art: smartly dressed guests and a vintage vibe. In February 2011, he realized this dream.

Jorganson spent two weeks promoting his Dapper Day idea on social media, hoping to appeal to any like-minded fashionistas in the area. Almost one hundred people showed up. When an elated Jorganson and others posted pictures of the event afterward, the posts were shared far and wide. Although it wasn’t Disney-endorsed, the familiar landscape of the Disney park in the background caught some eyeballs and attracted not only dapper dressers but also Disney cosplayers interested in an afternoon dressed as Bert the chimney sweep dancing with penguins, or as Mary Poppins herself.

Immediately Jorganson planned a second event for the fall, pulling in five hundred people through social media sharing alone. The crowd grew with every subsequent event, and within two years there were more than ten thousand people joining in regularly. The brand has also expanded to hold events outside of the Disney parks, and even has its own expo events and online clothing shop.

There’s simply nothing like Dapper Day in a Disney park. There are so many participants that you feel like you’re on a movie set! But, admittedly, it’s a very weird movie, because there are no rules for Dapper Day. Dapper Day officially states that their events “do not aim to recreate a specific period. All sophisticated attire is encouraged, from vintage-inspired classics to chic, contemporary looks.” So people can dress to emulate any era; they can evoke their favorite character or film or TV show or even Disney parks attraction; and sometimes there isn’t even a theme… it’s just a… vibe. I’ve even seen people dress as a beloved restaurant! The only downside of visiting the park on Dapper Day, honestly, can be the crowds it brings in… and the fact that you have to wait until about a hundred people take their picture by the Magic Kingdom trolley before you can get on.

These days, the events attract more than thirty thousand people and occur in Walt Disney World, Disneyland, and Disneyland Paris. Participants can just enjoy the day on their own or join one of the events, like the Mark Twain Mixer on the Mark Twain Riverboat in Disneyland, and evening rides on the King Arthur Carrousel. Subgroups arrange meetings at theme-appropriate landmarks—for example, those into early twentieth-century period styles meet in the bar at the BoardWalk Inn in Disney World and toast each other to the soundtrack of old-time radio shows.



THE DISNEY, CULTURE AND SOCIETY RESEARCH NETWORK

So far, we’ve highlighted a bunch of groups that meet up in the parks, but Disney fandom has inspired some societies that you may not expect.

“There are Disney scholars who research many different elements of Disney and its intellectual properties, situated across so many different disciplines and countries, that it can be hard to find each other,” says Dr. Robyn Muir, the founder of the Disney, Culture and Society Research Network, and cofounder of the International Journal of Disney Studies. “That, in combination with research on Disney not always being taken seriously—even being seen as a ‘Mickey Mouse’ (or a ‘less academic’) subject—can cause a lot of loneliness, that I certainly felt at times!

“I founded the Disney, Culture and Society Research Network in 2022 as an international space for Disney scholars to connect as researchers to collaborate on new projects and share their research—which is one of the most positive manifestations of Disney Adulthood when we all get together—though not all Disney scholars are necessarily Disney fans!”

Because Disney research can be looked down upon in some academic environments, or it could be just plain difficult to find others interested in the same research that you are, the goal of the consortium is to create an inclusive and interdisciplinary space where scholars and learners can come together to discuss and collaborate on Disney studies research, whether that be books, articles, grants, or events. Members have access to an annual conference, a roundup of calls for papers, writing groups, and mentoring. Past events have been varied and plentiful, including opportunities like a roundtable on the impact of Moana, book launch celebrations when members publish, bibliography workshops (to help consolidate sources for Disney researchers), and even a winter social with a movie night. If you’re looking for networking in your field, there’s even a robust directory of who’s working on what, from Disney history to Disney animation, from Disney and race to Disney and sexuality, from Marvel to Disney merchandising.

“At our annual conference, we will have panels covering a fantastic range of scholarship on Disney, from Disney parks and princesses and merchandise to Marvel, with researchers using a range of research methods to explore the impact of these intellectual properties on audiences and wider society. And we do have presentations and research happening on the ‘Disney Adult’!

“Whilst you don’t have to be within the Disney fandom to research it, many Disney scholars consider themselves to be ‘acafans’ (a term coined by Henry Jenkins to define an academic who researches an area they are also a fan of)—so after a long conference day of exploring the impact of Disney on audiences, society, and more, you may also find us discussing our favourite films, characters, and theme parks—perhaps with Minnie ears in tow!” says Muir. Sounds like a blast!




DISNEYBOUNDERS

Disneybounders are fans who showcase their love for a particular ride, character, film, or Disney theme park through their clothing choices and accessories. Originally, the goal was to echo the look of a favorite character without violating the costuming rules at the parks for non−cast members—which literally ban “costumes and costume masks” for anyone over age fourteen entering the park on a regular day ticket, and are very specific about costume rules for after-hours events and parties held at Magic Kingdom. This meant fans needed to be strategic in order to slide by in the parks in homage, but technically not in costume. Today, though, Disneybounding has become its very own verb, separate from “dressing up” as a character.

The concept of Disneybounding is the brainchild of Leslie Kay, who started the craze back in 2011 on her Tumblr blog to celebrate how excited she was to be “bound” for, or heading to, the Disney parks. To date, she’s written the quintessential Disneybounding book, launched a popular clothing line, and seen her idea become a staple in the lexicon of Disney fans around the world.

Disneybounders look to each other online to help find costuming and ideas that will still technically fit the character bill without infringing on the rules and looking so much like the character that other guests mistake them as “official.” (One of Disney’s costume no-nos is being so screen-accurate that you are mistaken for the actual character by other guests. This is mostly for the benefit of children, who may subsequently have a negative interaction with someone who isn’t trained by Disney to represent that character.)

For example, one Redditor posted a picture of herself in a familiar-looking blue pinafore dress with a white blouse beneath and the question, “Is this too close to Belle’s costume? I’m going to be wearing white tennis shoes, a silver necklace with a book locket on it, and be with my partner and our daughter. No apron or anything.” (The consensus was that it was fine; “really great Bounding” without crossing the costume lines.)

Another posted a picture of a Hawaiian print dress with a ruched top but a muumuu vibe. “Anyone else think this looks like Lilo as a 30-something year old mom? I found this dress for $13 at ALDI and it says Lilo to me, but my husband and kids don’t seem so sure. Planning to pair it with some Stitch jewelry if that helps. What do you think?” Most agreed it was good, but there were suggestions to accessorize with leaves as a headband and on her wrists—pushing the theme up without being too on the nose.

Nobody wants an embarrassing rejection at the park gates if your princess dress is too long (Disney says it can’t touch the ground), your cape goes below your waist (not allowed), or your sword is a little too realistic (weapons can’t be so screen-authentic that they appear to be real), so these communities help and support one another in their hobbies and crafting to both encourage and note concerns as necessary.
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Earlier in the chapter, we read about the amazing work Sam C. is doing with the New York Avengers, visiting kids who need a superhero more than anyone right now. And this kind of good is happening in a lot of corners of the Disney Adult community.

One of my Instagram friends sent me a message saying, “Smiling from Mickey ears to Mickey ears. This is how I describe my daughters (now 14 & 15).” Back then he probably never imagined how the community would come through for him when he really needed it. “My daughter was awarded a Make-A-Wish [Foundation] trip to Disney World in 2012,” he said. “This created the best memories I could ever imagine. Seeing her play, smile, and have the best experience at a time when we didn’t know much about her rare genetic disorder. Give Kids the World is one of the most special places this earth has created.”

Give Kids the World is well known in the Disney Adult community. They refer to themselves as an eighty-nine-acre “storybook” resort in Central Florida, but they are so, so much more than that. GKTW provides weeklong, cost-free wish vacations to critically ill children and their families from around the world. The organization was inspired when Henri Landwirth, a local hotelier, was asked to provide a stay, free of charge, for a little girl named Amy and her family. Amy had leukemia and wished to visit Orlando’s theme parks. By the time the rest of Amy’s travel plans had been arranged, time had run out. Amy was gone. And Landwirth decided that no child should be denied the fulfillment of a wish on his watch. He worked with colleagues in the hospitality and tourism industry to create an organization that could bring kids to Orlando within twenty-four hours if needed.

Today the Give Kids the World Village has 166 villa accommodations, the ability to attend to the unique needs of families with critically ill children, an excellent rule book (like always having ice cream available for breakfast—they say that they give kids a “week of YES!”), and whimsical decor that makes you think you’ve entered a storybook town. To date, Give Kids the World Village has welcomed more than 193,000 families from all fifty states and seventy-seven countries.

Sam C. understands the assignment in a similar way. She started as someone having fun with dressing up and turned it into a business and a charity, all in addition to her full-time teaching job. She elaborates on the extensive amount of work involved but makes clear that it’s worth it. “You get to experience that moment where they get to be kids. There’s so much that these kids are going through where they don’t get to be kids. So if I could just be that little light, then that’s worth it to me. But there are so many times when I just have to say to myself don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.”

For all of our faults, the Disney Adult community is one that truly understands—more than so many other fandoms—the power that comes from believing in magic. We may be fanciful and idealist, some may even say quixotic. But when it comes to helping someone find their happy place—even if it’s just for a week before they go back to real life—there’s nobody better equipped for the job than a big ol’ group of Disney Adults.

Luckily, this often translates into an empathy for each other. There are countless in our ranks who don’t fit in anywhere until they find this tribe, and because so many of us have also needed to rely on that magic of Disney to get us through difficult times, we uniquely understand.






[image: ] CHAPTER SIX WHEN YOU LOVE SOMETHING TOO MUCH

Once upon a time, there was a fanciful king who loved fantasy and fairy tales so much, it ultimately led to his destruction. This is a cautionary tale for Disney Adults, but also has a fascinating connection to them, because this king was a huge inspiration to Walt Disney himself. Perhaps the most iconic and tangible manifestation of Walt’s vision is Sleeping Beauty Castle, sitting center stage in the very heart of Disneyland. On a trip to Europe with his wife, Lillian, Walt set his gaze upon a beautiful Bavarian castle that he then used as inspiration for his Disneyland hub. The castle, Neuschwanstein, sits majestically amid the picturesque northern Alps—looking exactly like a fairy tale. Neuschwanstein was built in the nineteenth century by the Bavarian king Ludwig II, who, like Walt and like many of us, was a dreamer. Big-time. The flamboyant king ditched many of his duties and responsibilities in favor of artistic and architectural projects inspired by fairy tales, ancient Germanic folklore, and the musical compositions of Richard Wagner. (He was obsessive about Wagner.)

Bored and restricted by the social mores of his life in Munich, in 1869 Ludwig II commissioned the construction of his palatial retreat in a remote corner of southern Germany. Neuschwanstein was financed entirely by Ludwig’s personal fortune rather than state funds, defying the guidance of many of his ministers and advisors—not unlike Walt Disney with Disneyland. And Ludwig built the castle to look much older than it was—medieval as opposed to nineteenth-century—so the whole thing was basically a big “set.” One of the most intriguing parts of Ludwig’s castle is the grotto, which is a literal cave—with fake rockwork and legit stalagmites and stalactites and lighting and a waterfall—that Ludwig randomly built as a kind of secret pathway between his personal salon and study. It was completely indoors, because who doesn’t need a windowless-grotto-with-a-waterfall-and-colored-lighting-before-electricity-was-really-a-thing in their house? It’s wild.I (And it looks just like that scene in Big Thunder Mountain Railroad where you’re climbing the first big drop hill!) The extravagance of the castle decor—as well as fantasy elements that were there for no other reason than fantasy itself—was seen (probably accurately) by many of the king’s contemporaries as indulgent, and he was sometimes called Mad Ludwig II. However, for those more gracious and imaginative, Ludwig II was called the Fairy Tale King—der Märchenkönig.

Walt bought into the dreams of Ludwig II, and we in turn bought into Walt’s vision for a childlike escape from the monotony of everyday life. He created a world that gave people the feeling that they’d stepped into an alternate reality—“The Happiest Place on Earth.” Needless to say, with all the conflict and strife that is inherent to our society, it’s easy to understand why so many of us throw ourselves into this world of make-believe just as much as our bank accounts will allow.

Like Walt, Disney Adults can be dreamers, too, chasing a happy ending with little care for how others may see or judge them. But sometimes the high comes at an exorbitant cost: depleted bank accounts, diminished relationships, and even loss of stable employment. When you love something so much, there’s the danger that you might love it too much.
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Even Disney Adults sometimes have to ask each other, “How much is too much?”

In 2012, one Disney-centric message board participant started this thread:

“Hi everyone. Just been reading some threads today and it got me wondering. I am a great believer in if you do something or go somewhere too often, it gets boring. Now don’t get me wrong, I am not jealous of those of you who go [to Disney World] every year or go several times a year, honest. Even if I could afford to go to WDW every year for 14 nights, I wouldn’t. Just curious about the folk who go more than once a year. Is it not a bit like De Ja Vu? Like ‘here we go again’—same rides, same sights, same shows, etc. Does anyone agree with my theory or am I as mad as a hatter?”

Responses to his query were mixed, but largely people agreed. Then of course you’ve got users who responded along the lines of: “I’ve averaged 2 or more trips per year since 2004. Nothing about WDW gets old to me. Same rides/shows, repeat restaurant visits = fun fun fun. Good riddance ‘real world.’ I’d do 4 times a year if I wasn’t maxed out on vacation time at my company…. When WDW gets to be too much for me, you might as well just put me in the pine box.”

Many Disney Adults do “take breaks” from Disney. Some get bored. Some experience a life change or circumstance that keeps them from being able to pour as much into their Disney passion as they had previously. Others reluctantly accept that they can’t spend as much time and energy on Disney as they want to and withdraw due to crippling FOMO. And yet there are those who spend everything they have—money, emotional bandwidth, physical and mental energy—on loving Disney… and they have to endure an intervention to get back to a healthy place.

I’d like to introduce you to John. John’s been one of my “internet friends” for a while now, and I am always happy to hear his thoughts via comments on my newsletter or Instagram account. When I sat down with John to interview him for this project, he started our conversation with a confession: “Okay, well, first off, my name’s John and I’m a mouse-aholic. I’m sure you’ve heard that one before.”

John is an affable guy with an easy smile. He almost has a Nathan Fillion vibe about him. His dark navy polo shirt (with a Mickey logo, naturally) and his black-rimmed glasses channel the “preppy” adult look from 1980s movies. (Later on in our interview, John mentioned that his polo shirt cost $165.)

“My wife and I are Disney World fans. We’ve been Disney World fans since we’ve been married. And when we went on our honeymoon, I was in charge of it…. [My wife] didn’t care where we went, and she’d never been to Disney World before. When we got there, she turned the corner at Main Street and saw the castle, and it was just a deer in the headlights thing because she had figured that Disney World would just be like Six Flags.”

John takes our interview from a tastefully decorated living room, with sage walls and white trim. Sunlight spills in through the window next to the fireplace, refracting light through the wide clear hurricane lamps on the low coffee table to his right. The scene looks like a page ripped out of a Pottery Barn catalog.

John gives a quick energetic laugh. “Anyway, my wife and I sort of made Disney World our, well, for lack of a better word, happy place. It got to the point where we tried to go as much as we could. We were going once a year, but the in-between parts became absent of happiness. It was almost like there was no other thing that was making us happy. We had this beacon, a giant mouse signal up in the air, like Batman, and that seemed to be it. That sort of became almost a religion. I asked my wife once, ‘You think we’ll go to hell because we’re worshiping Walt Disney instead of God?’ ”

He’s joking, but I wonder if he kind of believes it.

These thoughts aren’t singular to John. Many Disney Adults fall into what we like to call “PDD,” or “Post-Disney Depression,” after a trip—when they have to go back to the real world. I’ve even noticed that I start to get grumpy toward the end of my vacation because I have to leave soon?! It’s why a lot of us book our next Disney vacation before we’re even finished with the current one—so we have something to look forward to when we leave. Disney World has even capitalized on this, advertising something called a “bounce-back” offer. This is a hotel discount that is only valid if you book your next Disney World vacation while you’re still on your trip, or within seven days after you check out of your Disney hotel. It’s designed to give Disney fans who can’t bear to leave a guarantee that they’ll be returning soon. Genius marketing.

“Everyone knows [the parks are] curated by Disney right down to every detail,” says therapist Greg Rubin. “Most people buy into it knowingly. The two sides of that coin are whether you are aware of it or not, there’s a cognitive dissonance. ‘You’re marketing to me and I know it, but I don’t care. Give me twenty milligrams of it or two hours of it, I’ll do [anything].’ ”

My friend, and former Disney employee, Mark S. notes, “I’m not a medical professional, but I do see some obsessiveness with any kind of entertainment that’s an escape from the real world. I feel like some people have become so dependent on Disney to provide that for them that they lose sight of the fact that it is a very large multinational media company and it’s never going to love you back. And so I think that’s when it becomes unhealthy: when people depend on it to be their source of happiness. It can contribute to happiness. And I do think Disney does a lot to bring people joy. But when I see people get so consumed by it that they’re thousands of dollars in debt and they have blinders on to the rest of the world, for me, it’s just a little sad.”

“We’ve seen that frequently,” says Michael Burson, our cosplaying, self-dubbed “nerd therapist.” “It’s ‘I don’t really want to deal with the real world, so I’ll escape into fun times.’ But how are your finances? How is your work performance? How are your friends feeling about you? Have you called your mom recently? That kind of stuff. There’s a line where you start neglecting your life.”

No one sets out to ruin their life over a trip to Orlando. Like all things, the start of Disney addiction begins much more innocently—traditionally during time spent with family, as we’ve explored in previous chapters. John thinks back to where his obsession began: “I remember as a kid watching The Wonderful World of Disney on Sunday nights, but I remember my first Disney movie was Mary Poppins. And that was a magical moment between me and my mother. So maybe that’s what snapped and made it come to life.” But it was when he married his wife, Carolyn, that his fandom (combined with hers) really took flight. “When she and I got married, that’s when the obsession really started, because it was both of us—even though it was a little bit more me than her. And it just kind of grew and grew. You’re adults. You can do what you want to do. You can eat birthday cake for no reason whatsoever. So obsessions can be let loose if we want.” (I eat a lot of birthday cake, so I totally get that.)

There’s a push-pull with the whole “do what makes you happy” thing. There are plenty of things that make me happy that, when done in excess, come at a great cost. When the price of admission is high, you have to decide whether it’s worth the ride. And for many Disney Adults, they’ve decided that it is. Sometimes, to their detriment—or rather, to the detriment of their wallet.



[image: ] OVERSPENDING

“Disney is one of the few companies that can get people to spend money emotionally,” says Mark S. Based on both personal experience and statistical data, I’m inclined to agree.

LendingTree, an online lending marketplace app, surveyed over twelve hundred adults who’d recently been to a Disney park. Through their interviews, they discovered that 24 percent of those surveyed went into debt for a trip, a number that is up from 18 percent in 2022. Among parents with children under eighteen, 45 percent acquired debt to vacation in a Disney park. LendingTree chief credit analyst Matt Schulz says it’s understandable that a significant chunk of parents would take on debt for Disney: “For so many parents, taking their kids to Disney is a rite of passage, something they remember fondly from their youth and want to experience with their kids,” he says. “Because of those feelings, they’re often willing to take on debt to get there.” And 59 percent say they have no regrets.

John and Carolyn continued going to Disney World. “We went [again] in February of 2022, and then we turned around and went back in August of 2022 as well. So [with the September 2021 trip] we did three trips altogether in one year. Absolutely, it was a financial crunch. Christmas was thrifty that year. We were going to Michael’s and buying two-dollar birdhouses and painting them and saying, ‘Hey, Merry Christmas.’ But did we really need to take that last trip? We went twice in a year. Why did we have to go again so soon? What’s the big deal?”

Many Disney Adults spend excessive amounts of money on their theme park vacations and summer cruises (It’s me. I’m “many Disney Adults”). According to LendingTree, Gen Z is actually the generation that’s most likely to incur Disney debt. Among Gen Zers surveyed about their recent Disney holidays, 39 percent reported taking on debt, compared to 36 percent of millennials, 20 percent of Gen Xers, and 7 percent of baby boomers. While we can’t articulate exactly why these numbers fall the way they do—perhaps because these are young professionals with little disposable income, or they are deep in the throes of recovering from student loans—the one thing we can say with certainty is that overspending on a Disney addiction is an upwardly progressive trend. And it doesn’t seem like the number of young adults indulging in a Mickey Bar on Main Street is going to decline anytime soon.

Michael, the nerd therapist from earlier, is a cosplayer (who has won awards for his Dr. Strange look). In his day job, he works as a clinical mental health therapist who caters to patients who love nerd culture like he does. He brings up the tendency for fans to overspend not just on trips to parks or conventions, but also on their proclivity to collect memorabilia and souvenirs—yet another line on an ever-growing list of outsize expenses: “I think that there are other motivations that have something to do with [overspending], too. The social aspect of it is ‘I’m participating in a community of people who enjoy this stuff, and by me having this stuff, I get maybe more access or more inclusion into this group. And so this is a status symbol almost. The more stuff I have, the more I am participating in this fandom. Perhaps this could warrant me opportunities to get seen by Disney and get sent free stuff. Maybe this gives me an opportunity to post about it on social media, and then other people will like it and I could grow my channel or get connected with other people who like this thing, too.’ So the social cachet aspect of it, again, can be very motivating.

“There’s also a collecting aspect like, ‘Oh, I have all of the Funko Pops from this series, and that just makes me feel good.’ So [there’s a sense of] achievement [when they] can walk into a room and see all of these cool things and money be damned. Those things become more important than being able to pay rent or go out to dinner or get groceries.”

While John wasn’t as interested in gaining clout with the online Disney community, his habits highlight Burson’s emphasis on collecting: “It just got to be obsessive,” he says. “And my wife is way more mature than I’ll ever be in a million years. She’s like, ‘John, we’ve got bills to pay.’ And I’m like, ‘Yeah, but Etsy has this Disney Infinity thing for sale.’ Disney Infinity was a video game with a physical base where you could put these wonderful little statues of your character players to connect them to the game. And even though I have the old game and the new game, I still collect them because, well, this little Jack Sparrow makes me happy. My wife said, ‘No more. We’re done. We can’t do that. We’re going to Disney World in September. Something’s got to stop.’ ”

John began to see a therapist and was diagnosed with ADHD. “That’s why I’m so obsessed with it. If I’d known I had ADHD all this time, I could have worked on it. I could have saved so much money.

“The hyper-fixation, that’s what it is. When I was a younger man, high school, maybe my early twenties, I would get obsessed with a particular movie. And I had to have the movie when it came out in video. I had to have the movie poster, had to have the soundtrack. I had to have anything that had something to do with it. And if I had known what I know now, that would save lots.”

I asked Burson about a potential ADHD connection to overspending for some people. “Oh yeah,” he says. “Hyper-fixation is a huge part of ADHD, which is a motivation disorder. And dopamine regulation is a huge part of ADHD. Dopamine is the ‘I did it!’ neurotransmitter. ‘Go me! Yes! Accomplishment!’ It’s hard for people with ADHD to get motivated if it doesn’t sound fun and it doesn’t light up the brain with dopamine, so they don’t want to do it. But ‘I got the VHS, I got the DVD, I got the poster, I got it, I got it.’ Yes, dopamine, little tiny hits, and it just kind of feeds that part of our brains.”

Of late, John has been working hard on regulating his spending. Luckily, he has Carolyn to rein him in, but he’s putting a lot more thought into whether or not his purchases are worth the outcome: “After a while, you kind of sit back and think to yourself, is it really worth it? Now I’ve stopped the Etsy stuff. I haven’t bought anything from Etsy since May, I think. It doesn’t sound like a long time, but to me it is. I mean, I still go to Etsy and put things in the cart, but I never hit purchase. That’s therapeutic. I want this. I want that. I want that. And then I sit back and ask, ‘Do I really need it?’ ”
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Sharon is a completely different story. She reached out to me in response to a request for stories about Disney Adults having to “step back” from Disney. Her experience was unique, but humbly admirable.

We scheduled a video call, and my first thought when I clicked on the camera was that kindness just radiated off of her. I knew immediately that I was speaking with a very thoughtful and deliberate woman.

“So you threw something out, I believe, on an Instagram story, asking a question to all of your followers about—and I’m paraphrasing—the ‘Disney addiction,’ ” she says, “and ‘Have we ever had to step back from that and for what reason?’ I immediately thought of a circumstance I’m in now.”

Sharon, a grandmother, refers to herself as a bit of a Disney insider. Her long, wavy chestnut hair is tucked behind her ear, revealing a shiny silver Mickey Mouse earring. She’s wearing an embroidered Disneyland shirt. “I mean, I was into it not as much as some people who probably have more resources than I have, but as much as I could be. I still follow so many people. I do so much research.

“Anyway, there came a time when probably four or five years back, one of the missionaries that came to our church wanted to lay it out there: ‘If you’re thinking about a mission trip, please think about coming to North London, Enfield.’ And at the time, I really felt pulled to that, but also… [England is] so far away, I can’t even think about it.”

Mission trips are a big part of the Evangelical Christian community. The one Sharon is talking about is different from the culturally required two-year missions you’ll find in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Instead, these kinds of mission trips for other denominations are voluntary and offered in a range of time frames and goals. Some are weeklong trips to impoverished areas here in the United States, with a focus on community projects like building a playground or creating a community growing space. Others require missionaries to spend several weeks in international locales with a goal of legit evangelism. And some missionaries turn their ministry into a long-term vocation, working through established national organizations. These missionaries often visit churches to discuss their ministry, request prayers and donations, and occasionally recruit others to the cause. I spent a year as a nondenominational missionary in Geneva, Switzerland, so I had a little context to understand Sharon’s story.

Sharon notes that the idea of going on a mission trip began to percolate after the volunteer spoke at her church service. She started to question just how much time, money, and energy she was spending on trips to Disney World rather than serving her faith community. “Several more years [and] several more Disney trips [passed],” says Sharon. “One year, I even had an Annual Pass so I went to Disney six times. I live in Birmingham.” Her strong Alabama accent had already given her away. “So that’s flights, that’s lodging. It’s expensive! Even one trip’s expensive! So I don’t know how much money I spent, but it was tens of thousands of dollars.”

“Sounds familiar,” I told her, smiling.

The thought of the mission trip kept hold in her mind over the years, and she wrestled with her Disney spending habits while still praying about her missionary calling: “By going to church and meeting with people that I knew needed not only financial help to do the mission they were doing but [also] needed boots on the ground [caused me to ask,] ‘Am I doing what I say I believe? Am I living my belief?’ And I wasn’t. And then when the call came out, ‘Hey, we really need people and we need dollars…’ ” Sharon begins to tear up. “My husband and I talked and we decided as a family [that] we were going to go. And then my conviction was, you need to put down your idol of Disney. I love, love, love, love Disney. Everything about it. But I said, ‘Okay, I get it.’

“I may get emotional,” she apologizes. “It is emotional for me.” It makes sense. When you admit that you’ve been prioritizing something for years that isn’t necessarily aligned with what you say that you value and strive to represent—it’s a humbling realization. She takes a moment to compose herself. “So, that’s what happened.” She swallows and gives a nod. “That was probably two years ago…. I made a commitment to the Lord that, until I go and serve him in another country where he’s called me, I will not do Disney again. So that’s where we are.”

Sharon, her husband, and her granddaughter soon got the opportunity to begin acting on that commitment: “We’re actually leaving [for our mission soon. We] fly into Heathrow, and we’ll spend a week in the Enfield borough of London,” she says, somewhat nervously. “It’s a predominantly Turkish-speaking borough, and we will be there just doing some community outreach—maybe a possible sports camp or a vacation Bible school. We’re going to cook out; we’re going to hold a movie night. I hope that also while I’m there, the Spirit just gives me whatever it is I’m supposed to do and say, and I’m trusting that.”

First of all, for those of us who have struggled with addiction of any kind, we know how difficult it is to “quit cold turkey,” which is exactly what Sharon did. She went from going to Disney six times a year, buying the merchandise, following all of the social media channels… to nothing. She just quit. Her conviction that she was being called to spend her time, money, and energy on her mission instead of on Disney was firm.

As a former missionary myself, I shamelessly ask Sharon how much she’s spent so far on her mission trip. “I’m currently at ten grand, and that’s only lodging and flights for three of us. So we haven’t even touched food or whatever else might come, but we’re prepared. I expect it may cost another two to three grand, at least for this trip. And I feel really good about it.” She thinks back to how much she spent going to Disney World on a regular basis: “I wouldn’t bat an eye when I had to make those reservations at those on-property resorts. Now I’m spending all the dollars on the mission trip that would usually be used on my Wookie Cookie and going to all the places and eating all the things.”

But one thing Sharon wants to clarify in our interview—a thing that I believe wholeheartedly—is that sharing this with you and me isn’t about glorifying herself or her choices: “A part of me hesitated to answer your story because it’s like, it’s not about me; it’s just something that I am going through. But if other people are kind of on the fence about it, I would like for them to know that they’re not the only one.”

Knowing my own struggles with Disney addiction—and how obviously less gifted I am in the personal strength and willpower departments than Sharon is—I ask her if there was any temptation to just take a teensy tiny trip to Disney over the last couple of years. I mean, she’s in Alabama. It would have been easy to just pop down for a long weekend to ride the newest ride or just spend a night or two at her favorite hotel. Listen, I can rationalize myself into anything.

She smiles. “Yeah, I’ve been tempted,” she says. “There were many times when I’m like, ‘I mean, I could just take a jaunt.’ I have done twenty-four-hour trips before. I have taken the 5 a.m. flight down there, gone to the Christmas party [in Magic Kingdom], and flown back within a day. I mean, it’d just be one. But no, I really think even though I know my God is forgiving and knows my weaknesses, I think I would be very disappointed in myself.”

I just can’t tell you how authentic and generous of spirit she seems. It’s almost therapeutic to listen to her across the screen. Her peaceful nature makes me feel peaceful… and with my anxiety levels that’s tough to do.

“But as time goes by, AJ,” she says, “that desire has lessened the fear of missing out. That was huge for me, especially at first: everybody’s getting to do this [at Disney World], and everybody’s seeing that. Even my daughter went on a solo trip herself when Guardians of the Galaxy: Cosmic Rewind first opened [in EPCOT], and at first I didn’t want to hear anything about how it was. But then I’m like, ‘No, go ahead. Tell me. It’s okay.’ As time goes by, it’s not like, ‘Oh, why am I not down there?’ God has helped remove that and given me more of a desire to go on this mission trip.”

So does that mean that Sharon’s done with Disney? Or will she go back? “After I fulfill my commitment, we’ll start thinking about it. My daughter is expected to graduate [from college] next year. And I said we will plan a trip out to Disneyland for her graduation.”
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While some, like Sharon, may decide to take a step back from trips to Disney parks, other Disney Adults may feel almost compelled to put a different kind of distance between themselves and the House of Mouse. Sometimes, Disney Adults have to take a step back from their Disney hobbies in order to restore their mental health. Quite often, these breaks are informed by the onslaught of negativity and criticism thrown at those most front-facing online: the Disney influencers and content creators.

Laura’s video call with me clicks on in her large, bright bedroom in Texas. Wide rectangles of sunlight reflect on the wall and the vaulted ceiling. She has her blonde hair pulled up in a simple ponytail, and she has the youthful glow and energy of a teenager, though she’s in her thirties and has a toddler.

“Yeah, so I love Disney. My God, I love Disney. I’ve loved Disney since I was a little kid,” Laura gushes. “I did my fourth grade book report on The Unofficial Guide to Walt Disney World, the really thick one.” (Which is quite a tome for a fourth grader.)

“From a really young age, it was just my dream to get to do something about the parks for a living. When I realized people were blogging about Disney for a living, I was like, this is crazy.” She makes a face that displays utter astonishment. “I had grown up writing. I had studied journalism, been the editor of my high school magazine, all that stuff. And I was like, ‘Ohmygod! I can do this. I’m going to start a Disney blog.’ And I did, and I got fortunate enough to get connected with some really great sponsors.”

It’s impressive. Laura had all the right contacts and the talent to carry her far, even though she initially had no idea it was going to work out at all. “I thought it was going to be a hobby, and it ended up becoming a full-time income. And that was just really incredible. It was around that time that Disney social media kind of became a thing. I don’t think there’d been a Disney influencer community before then. It all kind of took off [in] 2014, 2015, around the same time. And while the blogging side of it was great, the social media side of it fed the business. But I think that’s where it became unhealthy.” This is the topic we’re here to discuss: “I would say the lowest spot of mental health for me was 2018…. The parks are how I make my money. So I often had to go to Disney and get a perfect picture in a big, beautiful outfit. I was not going to Disney anymore for the reasons I started going to Disney.” Her smile is gone. “I was going to Disney to get that perfect moment to share on social media so I could continue to make money. And it gets really competitive. Other people are doing the same thing and you’re looking at them and you’re thinking, ‘Well, they’re doing better than I am. So maybe they’re prettier or maybe they’re funnier or maybe they’re connecting better to their audience.’ And it starts kind of messing with your head. People are getting invited to Disney media events and then you get invited and you’re so excited, but then you don’t get invited to one and you see other people going and it just becomes sad. It feels very high school, like the comparison game you get to in your mind.”

This is a tale as old as time. Not a single entrepreneur, influencer, CEO, or start-up founder doesn’t know exactly what Laura’s talking about. And let’s be honest: not a single person who went to high school doesn’t know exactly what Laura’s talking about.

“You’re not coming from an abundance place when you’re feeling desperation; you’re coming from a poverty mentality. When you think there’s not enough to go around, that’s when you become the worst version of yourself. I care about who I am and my character and the person I am more than I care about any job. And I think when anything starts affecting that, you have to really look in the mirror and ask, ‘Is this who I want to be?’ ”

I’ve heard this same type of story from many different sources… just with the details slightly changed. In the social media business, every day is fraught with peril, even when you’re talking about something as seemingly innocuous as theme parks. The fierce competition combined with the hurtful comments hidden behind the mask of anonymity are just the beginning. Once you get past the emotional stress, there’s the financial stress of running a business that relies heavily on ever-changing third-party algorithms and a discerning audience who have a lot of other media they could consume.

What’s scary now, however, is the scale at which young people are being exposed to these very competitive, grown-up games. There are literal children trying to elbow their way onto this public social media stage. When I was young, if you weren’t a child star on a network show, the only “competition” you had to deal with was your local game of neighborhood four square. Today? Preteens are battling for high-dollar social media makeup sponsorships. “You see them spiraling online, ‘I’m not getting as many sponsorships. I’m not getting as many paid posts,’ ” says Laura. “You see them spiraling on their stories. I’m sure you could name names—I could name names—but these are good people. But I don’t know if they know that they can walk away [from the online competition] for their health, because it’s like, to them, it would be quitting. It gets so big in people’s minds and almost like a defining thing of who they are. They forget who they are outside of all of that.”

Laura takes a breath and empathetically shakes her head. “So it reached a breaking point for me. I think it was about November of 2018 where it just felt so competitive that I felt like I was losing my love for Disney, and I didn’t want that. I actually really believe in the parks as a place people make these fundamental memories for their lives that shape who they are and who their family is. My husband and I were talking about starting to try to have kids. I didn’t want to give up the desire to make special moments with my family and with my child just to make [Disney] my career. If I lose loving Disney, that’s not a fair trade-off for being able to make money at Disney. So, in early 2019, I made the decision to cut off all of my sponsorships.”

Laura stepped back from Disney, both in her career and in life, for two years. She started working as a marketing consultant, and she reordered her priorities. After four years, she took on some Disney-related clients and began posting occasionally on her social media accounts again.

“It’s not about me. It’s not about ‘Look at my pretty ball gown in front of Cinderella Castle while I hold balloons artfully in one hand.’ It’s more of a ‘Hey, I’m going to share some great tips when I can on social [media] and I’m going to get to write over here, which is why I started this in the first place.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever get to have the kind of opportunities that I walked away from. I don’t know if you get second chances at that kind of stuff. But I think even if I don’t, I feel okay. I feel good. I feel like I get to take my daughter to a place that means so much to me that now means so much to her, and it feels healthy and good and magical and not transactional.

“The bottom line: my old boss would say all the time, ‘If you live in people’s praise, you’ll die in their criticism.’ And that became my mantra to stepping away.”

Laura’s story incorporates the type of emotions that entrepreneurs have always felt—“Can I really do this? Is everyone doing it better than I am? What if I fail?”—along with a new brand of negative self-talk that’s fueled by the digital age of social media: a constant, 24⁄7 barrage of competitor highlight reels and anonymous negative comments. Laura is aware that she is extremely lucky to have even had the opportunity to launch into this crowded business community; not everyone has the resources to take a swing like that, or to step back when their mental health is threatened because of it. But, in a way, that makes it even harder to walk away if you need to. When you’ve been blessed with an opportunity that so few are afforded, turning it down can feel even more self-centered and ungrateful.

My job is a dream job, but it has required things of me that other people are often surprised by. Twelve hours after C-section surgery to give birth to my son, I was sitting up in bed, on the computer, churning out blog posts because the EPCOT Food and Wine Festival menus had been announced. And those are a big deal to my audience (and to me). When I was in the ICU at my dad’s bedside on the day that he died, my phone rang with an urgent work call and I had to step away from him and answer it. I don’t even remember what it was about. How could I possibly? (Yes, I should have turned on my Do Not Disturb, but I’d gotten the call about my dad and had to run to the hospital quickly. I hadn’t even thought about it.) But this was a powerful moment for me, because the juxtaposition of where I was, and who was calling me, was a stark reminder of the life of a business owner who puts everything into the thing they’re building. You simply don’t have a Do Not Disturb switch to flip most of the time.

Anyway, it’s easy to judge. It’s so easy to judge. But like we always say, you can’t see on the surface if someone is struggling. And that’s even more true when it comes to the whitewashed, filtered world of media.

To walk away from something that you’ve built because you understand how it is no longer fundamentally serving you takes emotional intelligence and fortitude. The internal self-hate can be rough, and the judgment and assumptions from colleagues and followers can convince you that your mental health isn’t worth saving. Unfortunately, the number of my son’s middle school classmates who think they’re going to be famous YouTubers for a career makes me worry that we’re just beginning to see the effect of an online entrepreneurial “influencer” industry that seems “easy” to break into but, in fact, is becoming more and more difficult by the day.
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Here’s where I fit into all of this. I get asked often why I started a Disney-centric website and brand. Typically, I’ll say something like “I really wanted to read a website about all the wonderful food at Walt Disney World, and that site didn’t exist. So I created the website I’d always wanted to visit. Also, I wanted to help people like me who were trying to get the biggest bang for their buck on Disney trips.” But another reason I don’t usually discuss is that I was addicted to Disney myself.

My life, at one time, revolved around my next Disney World trip. I dissected Disney guidebooks and had Disney planning spreadsheets. I spent every one of those commutes on the Staten Island Ferry creating and re-creating my trip itinerary, and every evening and weekend in bed reading Disney message boards. And I went into $17,000 of credit card debt while booking trips to The Most Magical Place on Earth.

While this is embarrassing, I take comfort in the fact that I truly believe you’ve been through a similar situation in your life. Maybe you didn’t go into debt like I did; but you’ve all had obsessions. Whether that was a love interest or a crush whose text messages you read and reread, or a particular TV show whose next season you couldn’t wait to binge, or maybe a musical artist you overspent to see in concert… you’ve undeniably had something that you let consume your nearly every waking thought.

In my case, I was “going through the motions” of living my life, but I wasn’t actually experiencing it. I would get up in the morning and go to work. I did a decent job. I sat on the board of directors and organized events and managed my workload, but I stayed late at the office to print out those Disney World trip reports from Disney message boards so that I could read them on the commute home. I experienced legitimate painful longing (something that I haven’t really experienced before or since) for the day my next Disney trip would arrive. Without exaggeration, I wasn’t sure how I would live until then. I’d watch Disney’s marketing videos over and over again. (Back then, they were on DVDs, and I’d even obsess over the cover art.) I didn’t really have a life—friends, partners, outings—other than Disney trip planning. I went to work so that I could go to Disney World. Everything was a means to an end.

My friend John from earlier had a similar experience: “I got a little weird, and my wife was like, ‘You can’t constantly be this way about Disney. It’s just not healthy. You’ve got to find some other healthy hobby. Go to the gym. Go back on the computer, learn some more Photoshop. Do something else other than constantly talk about [Disney].’ ”

“For me, that’s the line,” says Michael Burson. “Is it keeping you from doing the things that you need to do in your life? Are you going into debt because you’re buying so many Disney figurines and you’re going on another Disney vacation because you’re so sad, you’re so depressed or anxious or whatever, and you’re like, ‘Oh, well! I’ll just go to the land of magic and just escape’? For me, it sounds like that’s when it crosses the line to ‘this has become a problem’ because your credit cards are all maxed out and your family’s worried about you.”

Quite importantly, Burson notes that the line is different for everyone. “Is this a balm? Is this something that’s going to carry me through the next couple of weeks or days so that I can get back on top of my life? Or is this a cover-up? A Band-Aid, while the wound is festering underneath.”

So, because I’m just a teensy bit analytical, I asked for clarification. (Hey, if I have access to a therapist, might as well do a little deep dive on my psyche as well.) “What if, say, you’re going through a tough week? Maybe it’s the anniversary of a difficult experience, or you lost your job, or you’re going through a divorce, and you need to escape a little bit. If you impulsively take off work and book a trip to Disney World for the week, is that obsessive or escapist, or is it just ‘self-care’?”

Michael’s response was helpful for me, and I hope it is for some of you: “Oh, a week is a long time. But, let’s look at the context,” he says. “Do you have the PTO or the vacation time available and [are you] following the protocol for requesting it? Are you leaving people in the [dark] at work or at home if you up and leave? Do you have the money for the trip? Are you neglecting pets, family, or friends with your plans?”

Very few of us know we need an intervention when we need an intervention. I myself had no idea, which I’m embarrassed about, because I thought I was pretty insightful—I have a degree in psychology, and I would often pass judgment on all kinds of other actionable aberrations I saw among my colleagues. And yet I was completely fine to max out my credit cards and live far beyond my means in order to rack up more Disney World hotel stays on my proverbial bedpost.

Looking back, I know now that I was not in a good place emotionally or mentally in my life at that time. I was in the midst of a quarter-life crisis. I was in a stressful job I didn’t love, I lived in a location that triggered my anxiety, my relationships were degrading, and I was feeling the pressure to start thinking about getting married and settling down. I was the definition of “being at loose ends.” (And remember, this was before social media even existed. So imagine the spiral I would have been in had this been exacerbated by FOMO and comparing myself to others online, not to mention the endless opportunities to simply scroll through short form videos of Disney World rides to my heart’s content. Seriously, how does anyone deal?!) I was sad, and scared, and anxious, so I used Disney trips as a way to self-medicate because, subconsciously I guess, I thought that would be easier than making major life changes (which, frankly, it was). I craved order and predictability. I wanted to go somewhere pristine that would promise, above all else, consistency and joy that required nothing whatsoever of me except a swipe of my credit card.

And I didn’t even fix it willingly, since I wasn’t strong enough to do that on my own. My intervention came as a result of a long-term, pretty codependent friendship abruptly ending, which threw me headfirst into… those major life changes I had been trying so hard to avoid. And since it wasn’t my choice any longer whether or not to deal with ’em, I decided I might as well make the most of them. So I threw in a job change and cross-country move for good measure.

The point I’m trying to make here isn’t that you should get help if you need it (although you should). My point is that you’re not a bad person, nor are you a permanently damaged person (that’s a big one) if you’re relying on a happy place or a hobby or nostalgia or an obsession to comfort you when you’re in a messy time in your life. You’re a normal person.

Even though we are loath to admit our weaknesses, especially in the midst of desperately hiding them, we all have them. So the key has to be giving yourself and your loved ones the grace they need to realize, recognize, and fix whatever the problem actually is. And for God’s sake, don’t write anyone off for sinking temporarily in the quicksand of an obsession.

Therapist Greg Rubin notes, “Disney is this magical place, and it’s for escapism, and it’s for innocence and purity and connection and fantasy and hopefully happy endings. A tremendous amount of effort at, say, the theme parks, is put into the protection and continuity of preserving that—to give visitors a predictable experience, exactly what they want.”

But is this where we start to worry about the people who “never grow up”? Those who are not dealing with the difficulties of adulthood in a way that will bring them safely past those trials? Is this actually all of us in one way or another?
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The truth is, none of us are living lives of total confidence and “Disney World−level” predictability. And if it looks like someone is, they’re lying.

While I’m a very private person most of the time, I think being honest with where you’re facing struggle or obstacles in your life is one of the best ways to find support—even when it comes from where you’d least expect. But an even more important benefit from that sometimes painful honesty and authenticity is, hopefully, a reduction in stigma surrounding what is very obviously a universal concern.

You. Are. Not. The. Only. One.

And this applies no matter what you’re struggling with right now. Grief, addiction, depression, anxiety, narcissism, fear… internal battles are universal.

So while I had Michael Burson on that call, I figured I’d ask about what steps he suggests you take when you suspect that you or someone you care about might be struggling with something they can’t resolve: “When you think there might be a problem,” he said, “the first question to ask yourself is, ‘Do I want to change?’ If you do, then [ask yourself], ‘What are my reasons for changing?’ It’s just reflecting on that ‘Why would I want to change?’ or ‘What am I missing out on? What am I losing? What’s the problem? What problems is this causing?’ ”

Michael also stresses the importance of a support system that isn’t enabling your obsession. So your best friend who keeps inviting you on shopping trips or expensive vacations probably isn’t the right person to help you through an overspending problem.

And, finally, find a therapist who can help. Michael strongly suggests shopping around. Call your insurance company and find therapists who are in-network and covered, and then ask for free consults. Do vibe checks with these folks. Spend the time to find one you trust and feel comfortable with.

Ludwig II, our Fairy Tale King who longed for his very own happy ending, never got it. The king was deposed in his storybook castle, Neuschwanstein, and later died by what was ruled a suicide. (The story is much more complicated and, in some ways, mythical. But, like most original fairy tales, it’s also a little dark… so I encourage you to peruse at your own discretion.) For dreamers like Ludwig II—and in many ways like Walt Disney and the adults that follow in his footsteps—there is always potential for our dreams to eclipse our existence, or—to be a little less dramatic—prevent us from being present and moving forward in our real lives.



	I. REALLY need to go to this castle now, so if anyone is pulling together a tour group, LMK.
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For eighty years, The Walt Disney Company moved forward basing its strategic game plan on trends, creativity, and data. And there was a lot of data. Box office numbers, TV ratings, merchandise sales, focus groups, surveys, revenue reports, mainstream media, and critical reviews. But suddenly… there was the internet. First bulletin boards, then blogs, then social media. Public critique became a sonic boom.

I’ve seen Disney evolve quite nimbly to assess and analyze social media feedback. In some ways (merchandise) this has benefited them greatly. In others (political decision-making), it’s exposed their weaknesses enough to make them look decidedly wishy-washy or even partisan. But what’s clear is that Disney is all-in on social media, and they’re not afraid to incorporate what they learn there into their upcoming plans. In the past fifteen years, we’ve seen Disney move through the progression of adopting, capitalizing on, influencing, and being influenced by social media and their online fanbase, creating genuine change in the theme parks and The Walt Disney Company in general.

Thirty years ago, when those very first Disney fan websites began growing around the need for more detailed and specific Disney vacation planning content—when fans just wanted to talk to other fans, read trip reports, try to unearth restaurant menus (which Disney didn’t post on their own website until much later in the game), and discuss which rides were worth the three-hour waits—Disney largely ignored them or sued them. “In 2003 if you weren’t radio, TV, or newspaper, they didn’t want to know you,” says Lou Mongello, a former attorney who left the practice of law to pursue his passion for Disney through podcasting in 2005. He had to repeatedly request that Disney confirm facts for his Disney trivia book before he got a satisfactory response.

“Disney didn’t know what to do with bloggers, because bloggers make up their own rules,” says Orlando Sentinel writer Dewayne Bevil. “Newspapers tended to run by a shared slate of ethics. But Disney realized that bloggers varied—some cared about accuracy, but some just wanted a free trip.”

But as the internet took hold, Disney began to realize that harnessing the power of communities that were being built by fans online could actually be beneficial to them. They slowly began collaborating with credible website owners through the late 2000s, sharing press releases, inviting bloggers to media events and sneak peeks at their new rides and attractions, and giving them the kind of access that had only been furnished to mainstream media outlets previously. And around the same time, Disney also made a dedicated choice to create a two-way conversation with fans on social media for the first time.
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“They were always listening, but they had to start putting out a voice,” says Lou Mongello. “All they saw were [fans and critics] speaking for them [on their own personal social media].” But Disney took their time. “They watched for a long time before they made their move,” says Mongello. “What if [a Disney employee] says the wrong thing?!”

While they were a little slow to the game, Disney created its social media arm with the 2008 launch of their first official Facebook page and the Disney Moms’ Panel, a Disney-sanctioned version of the then-popular independent message board websites doling out user-generated tips and recommendations. In 2009, Disney launched their official Twitter page, and the Disney Parks Blog became the company’s first long-form foray into what I guess we could call the “direct-to-consumer” space—where Disney was sending regular, corporate-communications-approved messaging directly to their fans without routing it through press releases. “This was the first time they were humanizing their brand by giving individuals in the company a voice,” says Mongello. “It helped fans connect with them.”

This is when Disney also began directly responding to and recognizing fans in a very public way. In the very first Disney Parks Blog post, on September 18, 2009, chief blogger and social media director Thomas Smith wrote, “Walt Disney listened as he wandered the parks. We’ll listen here.” The comments on that blog post were overwhelmingly positive. Prior to Disney adopting social media, there’d been very little public communication between the corporation and their fans. Disney had their official website, but there was no space for folks to leave comments—all official feedback opportunities for fans were through private channels. The social media channels and Disney Parks Blog were a welcome change, and fans very clearly recognized the shift from Disney’s normally very corporate, one-way communication approach.

Possibly even more important to the future of the fandom, in March 2009, Walt Disney Company CEO Bob Iger announced D23: The Official Disney Fan Club. (I remember walking around the parks in 2008 and 2009 wondering what all of the mysterious “Are You 23?” teaser advertising was about!) This was an opportunity for Disney to further control the external messaging with an official offering, yes; but it was also a Disney-approved place for fans to come together in person, at D23 events and conventions. Here, we were given a space to love what we loved, and critique what we hated—in real time.

Theme park journalist Carlye Wisel confirms that, while possibly scary for Disney’s public relations team to have a bunch of invested fans all together in one place, it’s also extremely useful for the company. “To see these fan events grow from small gatherings to being at an arena where people are screaming for three and a half hours about new theme park attractions being built [and new movies being announced]—that immediate feedback is such growth from where [Disney] first started.”
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Disney uses social media to do what they do best: capitalize on opportunity. Through these two-way channels and the data they provide, Disney is able to determine upcoming trends and the end of eras, which in turn informs decision-making on everything from merchandise and food to park expansions and fireworks.

Take the Purple Wall, for instance. In 2018, Disney painted a wall in Magic Kingdom’s Tomorrowland a light lavender. For some reason, in what seemed like mere hours, #purplewall was trending across Disney Parks social channels. Suddenly, it became the ultimate flex to get yourself to Disney World and pose in front of this wall. And Disney moved faster than I’ve ever seen them move to capitalize on it. The wall was updated with a futuristic white and purple design to create more visual interest and a purposeful photo op. Merchandise carts peddling Purple Wall hats were wheeled daily to the area to be sold to the lines of Disney fans waiting patiently for their turn to… take a picture by a wall. There were Purple Wall milkshakes and cotton candy, Purple Wall leggings and parachute jackets, and Purple Wall brand-name backpacks. This was Disney creating new intellectual property (IP) out of a literal slab of concrete… and profiting from it due to the scads of fans battling the FOMO of not hashtagging themselves at this wall. Disney Adults—and their online platforms—became a huge driver of Disney’s newest merchandise collaborations, food creations, and photo offerings.

Want another example? The rose-gold, sequined Minnie ears from 2017 launched a craze unlike any other I’d ever seen regarding Disney merchandise in the parks. They sold out entire displays within minutes, and social media was the driver. By following #rosegoldears hashtags, fans would be alerted whenever a new shipment was spotted in one of the Disney World gift shops. I happened to be in town during this chaos, and spotted a shipment in Disney’s Hollywood Studios. I picked up three pairs of the ears to give as Christmas gifts to my team members, and as I walked around the store I was stalked approached several times by women with increasingly extreme sob stories about why they needed me to give them one of the pairs I was carrying, including: “My daughter is dying and this is all she wants.” Seriously? And when I wouldn’t hand over the goods, the comments got decidedly nasty: “I don’t know why you need three pairs!”

Within six weeks there was a Rose Gold Ears cupcake for sale in EPCOT. While I was on Disney’s “media list,” and was invited to previews of rides, restaurants, and hotels, the “snack scene” wasn’t quite as prevalent on Disney’s promotional calendar yet. I happened to be in the right place at the right time—the Sunshine Seasons bakery case in EPCOT—and purchased the very first Rose Gold Ears cupcake that hit the case. I posted it on the Disney Food Blog Instagram and got thousands and thousands of likes and shares almost immediately. Through Disney fans liking and sharing social media posts like mine, word got around. The cupcakes quickly sold out on the same day.

While Disney had marketed Mickey Premium Bar merchandise before, and even a Mickey waffle magnet or turkey leg pet chew toy from time to time, Disney hadn’t yet seen this kind of edible viral sensation—not in my experience. With the Rose Gold Ears cupcake, they’d perfected the art of the Instagrammable snack. It was soon followed by the Violet Lemonade craze at the EPCOT Flower and Garden Festival, which, instead of merchandise being followed by a snack, was a snack that ended up with its own merchandise. Even though the sweet-tart, slushy purple drink actually debuted at the festival in 2013, it hit its stride as an Instagram darling five years later—when the social media platform had truly taken hold as a central hub of the Disney Adult community. Violet Lemonade shirts and Mickey ears, mugs, and more were marketed as one of the central merchandise lines for the Flower and Garden Festival; and the tactic has grown from there. Disney knew that they could move bodies around the parks with smartly placed photo-worthy snacks and some influential social media posts pointing the way. You’d gain important Disney fan street cred if you tried that snack or got that sold-out bag or bought those ears—and, of course, posted about it.

One of the most clear-cut, broad-stroke Disney strategies that has been influenced by social media trends is the revival of the Nineties Renaissance we discussed earlier. Films and TV shows made in the nineties are the major focus of today’s live-action remakes, merchandise lines, Disney Channel spin-offs, and character interactions in the parks because today’s Disney Adults grew up with these films—and are ready to spend disposable income on nostalgic merchandise and experiences. Who would have thought that A Goofy Movie (1995) and Max Goof would be the premier highlight of a Magic Kingdom parade in 2023? Or that Chip ’n’ Dale: Rescue Rangers (1989 TV release) would become an animated feature film in 2022? Everything old is new again, and making Disney some serious dosh, because Disney Adults are here for it. From the super-niche quote tees (“But, Daddy, I love him!”) to the obscure character cross-body bags (nobody outside of this tribe knows who Orange Bird is, and he’s even a deep cut among Disney Adults)—grown-up Disney fans now have adult money to buy everything that reminds them of their safe and secure childhood—or possibly a childhood they couldn’t fully experience at the time—and they are doing so.
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And… that brings me to the next stage in the Disney Adult social media progression: Disney-focused creators and influencers. We’ve talked about ’em a couple of times already in this book. You know ’em. You love ’em (or sometimes love to hate ’em). The full-scale adoption of social media platforms in the early 2010s meant that suddenly anyone could be heard. If you could build an audience who was interested in what you had to say, then you had the platform to do so quickly without having to write HTML and code a website. The barriers to entry were gone! Any opinionated fan could have a social media profile and say whatever they wanted about Disney.

Fans quickly took to Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, etc., to discuss their favorite topic: Disney. Those of us who’d been haunting the message boards and forums and websites for years had a head start, of course, but younger, more tech-savvy stars-in-the-making caught up quickly. Today, some Disney fan creators and media outlets have more followers than Disney does, and they can influence huge swaths of the Disney Adult army to do what they do, eat what they eat, travel where they travel. It’s very enticing when you feel like someone just like you is giving you the honest truth about an experience versus hearing the party line from the company itself. And, in order to control the messaging as much as possible, Disney has had to learn how to befriend, cajole, and entice their way into the hearts—and posts—of the creators who are influencing the external messaging around their brands.

Social media creators are often face-forward, building an audience who follows them rather than follows their content. In other words, their audience wants to know what they personally think, and see what they themselves are seeing, regardless of the topic. But the side of the coin that nobody really sees is where the creator has to constantly scramble to figure out what they should do or say next that will convince their fickle audience (who, let’s be honest, have plenty of other feeds to peruse) to stick around so that the creator can make enough money to keep creating.

This is where Disney comes in. If the creator is already making Disney-focused content, then the offer from Disney to come to a hotel preview, ride a new ride, eat at a brand-new restaurant, or show off some brand-new merchandise is a dream come true. It’s a welcome guarantee of fresh content their audience hasn’t seen their competitors already make. It infuses their feed for a few days, increases their reach and credibility (they’re important enough to be hand-selected by Disney!), and gains them new followers. Disney gets promotion, and the creator gets a boost. Win-win, right?

Well, kind of. There is an evolving balance of power between brands and creators, and the rules always seem to be changing, depending on who needs the partnership the most. In a recent New York Times article, writer Karen Stabiner, author of Generation Chef: Risking It All for a New American Dream, paints a grim picture of the downside of influencer marketing using the example of New York City restauranteurs.

“In a business without boundaries, anything goes,” she notes, as she adeptly shares examples of new restaurants trying to navigate the rules of influencer-based advertising, which often means no rules at all. Some “second-tier” influencers, notes Stabiner, take the free meal and “forget” to post about it. Some drink a whole bottle of wine before posting that it was “off.”

“The swap of food for eyeballs is nothing new in our digital age,” says Stabiner, “but the entitled disregard… is a more recent phenomenon. [Influencers] have come to realize that they have all the power, as defined by the number of followers they have on TikTok or YouTube or Instagram. They’re in the business of exploitation.”

Okay, harsh, but unfortunately sometimes true. And without regulation, influencer advertising can leave unsuspecting businesses high and dry depending on how generous that influencer is feeling that day. That said, Stabiner’s article is focused on smaller businesses: restaurants with tiny marketing budgets trying to get up and running, and constantly fighting against the fancy mixology lineup of the place down the street that’s being plastered all over social media. Working with influencers and social media creators can be a gamble.

But Disney is different. Disney is DISNEY. And so the influencer game is more balanced, though still a gamble for both parties. In Disney’s world of influencer marketing, the brand often holds the best hand of cards. Like I mentioned before, if Disney chooses you to be a spokesperson, that brings credibility and status for most influencers. It juices your feed with exclusive content. And how this relationship is perceived can greatly affect the future brands who come calling to partner with you. It’s a very big deal, and it turns the tables on Stabiner’s arguments a bit. In this iteration of influencer marketing, the influencer has a whole lot to lose.

Should they post that they didn’t like the new Disney restaurant? Maybe they hated the design of those free Minnie ears, or didn’t understand the new movie, or thought the brand-new ride that Disney’s been promoting for years fell flat. Can they say that? If they do say that, does that mean Disney won’t invite them back for future opportunities? Will they get passed over for a more compliant creator, willing to say whatever they think Disney wants to hear?

Influencer advertising feels like the Wild West to a lot of us—and that includes small restauranteurs struggling to make it in Hell’s Kitchen, bright-eyed new creators hoping for their big break, and even massive brands like Disney, who are actively trying to negotiate a playing field with constantly changing boundaries and inexperienced players. And when the industry has fuzzy edges like this one does, it’s hard to know who you can trust and what move to make next—even if you’re Disney.

Unfortunately, that’s one of the biggest obstacles of this burgeoning mode of marketing. Back in the day, when Cindy Crawford was on commercials for Pepsi, we knew she was getting paid to say it tasted good. Everyone was on the same page. And advertising still worked. But now, who’s getting paid and who isn’t? Who’s getting paid but isn’t delivering on the contract? Who’s lying to you so that they can get bigger sponsorships? Who genuinely has your best interest at heart and is trying to help you?

Currently, Disney’s de facto agreement with most influencers is more along the lines of how they’ve always interacted with media—mainstream magazines, newspapers, etc.—rather than, say, paid advertising contracts with celebrity spokespeople. Most solopreneur influencers are not paid by Disney to review a ride, a restaurant, or a cruise ship, but they are invited to experience new offerings free of charge. FTC guidelines are clear that influencers must disclose what they got for free; but Disney cannot require a positive review in return. That means, for influencers who hope to get invited back by Disney to the next big event, there could very well be an incentive to review that item positively regardless of the actual experience they have.

And for Disney, making sure you’re giving that coveted (and often expensive) spot to the right influencer who will not only help you shape the narrative and message you’re hoping to amplify, but also bring ROI and a solid future brand relationship, can feel like an impossible task. Carlye Wisel comments on this: “I have noticed that in the influencer creator pool, a lot of times you’ll see many different faces [at Disney’s preview and marketing events] depending on what audience Disney is trying to reach. There are a lot of people to reach and there are a lot of different small communities out there.”

And with so many influencers, how are you supposed to know who to work with? Who’s primed to be the “next big thing” but will still deliver an honest, and ideally positive, intelligent review of your new product without getting canceled in the next news cycle?

Let me state again: Disney does not require creators or reviewers to be positive about their products—and has, in fact, been very responsive to critical feedback. But this is a good example of an emerging issue across social media, and not just in the Disney space. Incentives can be all messed up, it gets confusing, and influencers who want to offer value to their followers may find themselves stuck between being honest… or getting another brand sponsorship. As Karen Stabiner notes in The New York Times, “[the followers] can’t tell whom to trust.”

TL;DR: It’s complicated.

We’re still very much in the midst of the storm with this emerging landscape of influencer/creator culture and how it will affect Disney’s future marketing. And I don’t expect the dust to settle anytime soon. While Disney’s (and other major brands’) dealings with influencers continue to evolve, I think this will become an even more interesting conversation. What’s so fascinating about the creator culture right now is that there are so many unique approaches to the work. Some creators focus solely on having fun and showing the good stuff—so it isn’t necessarily useful for them to share negative experiences at all. Others are more keen to protect their audience by exposing opportunities for brands and products to improve, which requires the creator to build significant trust with their audience since there’s more at stake. And when it comes to Disney, whose offerings keep expanding—both in sheer size and in price—there is room and need for both types of creators to spread the word.

Disney’s road from ignoring (or suing) webmasters who wrote about them to mobilizing an army of independent creators to spread the Disney gospel despite a confusing and ever-changing social media landscape has been a sophisticated one—and probably merits a PhD thesis or twelve if anyone is looking for a topic. It’s arguably one of the biggest transformations Disney has undertaken in the marketing arena since the days of putting movies in the vault; and it’s been impressive to watch Disney’s marketing teams over the years navigate what often feels like a bumpy path… in the dark… with no GPS. They’ve likely been burned their fair share of times by inexperienced creators and influencers, but they’ve also been in a unique position to learn more about the landscape than other brands simply because of the sheer size of their active fan base—many of whom are eager for a piece of the Disney promotional pie. And for the first time in forever (thanks, Anna!), anyone in that fan base now has access to the social media resources, tools, and opportunities to secure their slice.
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While Disney is carefully navigating the emerging landscape of Disney influencers, there is still a huge audience of Disney fans who aren’t part of this marketing mix. And when they band together to make their views known, there is the potential for “bad optics” for Disney.

There is a system of checks and balances developing. While social media has been destructive in so many ways, it has also broken down barriers and gotten around gatekeepers so that real voices can be heard. Disney is handling the influencer revolution well, but fans who have no skin in the game are not afraid to strongly critique the company. And while every CEO knows that you can’t shift your company to suit every complaint, the smart ones also know that you should listen to a groundswell.

Fans were loudly unhappy that a favorite Disney World restaurant had gotten rid of a beloved noodle side dish and changed it to fried rice. Within a week, the noodles were back. Fans hated the abandonment of one of their favorite EPCOT ride mascots—that little purple dragon named Figment (of popcorn bucket fame)—in Disney’s revamp of its Journey into Imagination ride in 1999. By 2001, Figment had returned as the ride’s main character.

Now I hear what you’re saying: “AJ, are we sure that’s based on social media and fan sentiment, or was Disney just doing what they always have done and letting guests vote with their wallets?” Good question, reader. And one I wanted to ask a few smart people about. (Though the rice/noodles situation I have on good authority was, indeed, influenced by the social outcry.)

“They do pick up from social media,” says Amy Ratcliffe, author of several books, including The Art of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge, and former managing editor at Nerdist.com. “I think the way social media reacts to, say, churros has been an example. They see people are really interested in this and lean into the Instagrammable aesthetics more.

“But a really recent example is Jollywood Nights.” This is a relatively new after-hours event in Disney World, at Disney’s Hollywood Studios, celebrating a throwback retro holiday vibe. It launched in 2023 and was deemed a colossal failure after the first night. However, critics reconsidered after Disney made changes for subsequent events. “I was there that first night and it was messy,” says Ratcliffe. “And granted, it was their first night—and I don’t think they did a full test run before… which was a choice. They also had press there on the first night; also a ‘capital C’ choice.

“But they made changes [accordingly] and people had a good time. So I think those are the positive ways that it does [affect corporate decisions]. They pay attention. When you have a fandom that is not just consuming parks, but also making transformative content where they’re putting their own spins, they can’t ignore it. I think there are too many cases of correlation that seem very likely to be causation.”

I also asked someone who’d been on the inside. If you’re an Imagineer tasked with creating, refurbishing, reimagining, or even replacing an attraction or ride in the park, you now have a major conundrum. How do Imagineers and Disney execs weigh fan sentiment when it comes to the ingredients of a new or updated ride? What kind of scale is put into place to do an in-depth analysis and come up with a guaranteed strategy?

Apparently, it’s not the criticisms that inform the concepts; it’s guest satisfaction. Former Imagineer Brian B. was clear that the theoretical fans are in the room with them. “One hundred and ten percent, we think about where the guest fits in the story, who they are.”

I asked Brian if the Imagineers paid attention to the online influencers. “The biggest Disney influencers are the biggest Disney fans,” he points out. “They want Disney to succeed. They want the best stuff. So all Imagineering has to do is make the best stuff and Disney influencers who are rooting for them are going to love it and share it. Don’t try to control the narrative around it, just make something great. The influencers will love it. People will be excited about it. It should be that simple.”

It should be, but Imagineering doesn’t work in a vacuum. Their ideas may be limitless, but their resources are not; and there are plenty of boundaries in place to ensure creativity stays within the realm of practicality: budgets, optics, physical space, future plans, etc…. Ultimately, Disney’s operations team dictates, at least in broad terms, what the Imagineers need to create and where. But once at the drawing board, the Imagineers get to… imagine. Once the parameters are established, they set about concocting the most fun, stimulating, exciting experience for the guests that they can. Imagineers are like modern-day Scheherazades, spinning a story that will engross a broad spectrum of guests and keep them coming back.

“What the guests want is definitely a consideration,” Brian says. “I think it’s just a blend of the research that’s still done in the parks [and around the world], the surveys, and social media. I think that all [of that], at least subconsciously, has to affect what Imagineers are thinking as far as translating into programming.”
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A bigger, more controversial example of what I consider to be groundswell social media activism, though, is the outcome of the Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser. Now, this could get me in a little bit of trouble because the wounds are still so fresh. But it’s important to the book, because it’s important to the relationship between Disney and its fans.

In 2017, Disney announced that it would be building a new experience based on a franchise that boasts one of the most dedicated fan bases in recent history—Star Wars—set to open in Disney World in 2021. After some schedule pushbacks due to pandemic-related closures and delays, and a new opening time frame of 2022, Disney began to tease more info about the highly anticipated reveal. “It is part immersive theater; it is part live-action role play. It is part video game; it is part luxury-service experience. It is all of these things at the same time,” Scott Trowbridge, portfolio creative executive with Walt Disney Imagineering, noted about the Starcruiser’s innovative approach to hospitality.

We soon found out that this proposed Star Wars Hotel, officially called the Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser, wouldn’t really be a “hotel” at all, but instead a one-of-a-kind stationary cruise starship experience. All guests would arrive at the same time for the “voyage”: a two-night experience with meals included. They would learn to use a lightsaber, battle the First Order from the bridge, throw baddies in the brig, play Sabacc in the lounge, and hang out with Chewbacca, Rey, and a number of original characters created for the journey. They would leave the windowless “ship” only once over the two days—to be transported via a closed transport “vehicle” to Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge in Disney’s Hollywood Studios for the afternoon. It was a “choose your own adventure” experience that was all Star Wars, all the time. People were seriously jazzed.

And then, in August 2021, Disney announced the price tag. The two-night, food- and entertainment-inclusive experience ranged from $4,800 (two people) to $5,999 (four people) per cabin. For comparison, a three-night, food-inclusive cruise for four people on Disney Cruise Line ranges from $3,600 to $4,100 depending on stateroom type; and two nights in Disney’s flagship Grand Floridian Resort will cost you about $1,500 to $2,000 (sans food and highly immersive entertainment, of course).

The internet erupted.

“With the pricing, there was an instant barrier,” says Lou Mongello. Fans began joking about having to sell organs to secure their base-level cabin. Memes were created representing Disney execs claiming they could charge whatever they wanted for the Starcruiser, knowing megafans would find a way to pay for it.

And then things got worse.

When Disney released their first “teaser” video for the Starcruiser, it was met with frustration and even anger from Disney and Star Wars fans. The video opens with a Starcruiser Imagineer telling a young Disney TV show star all about the experience. But then the youth veers off toward a brightly lit doorway and stumbles into… whoops, the Galactic Starcruiser bar… where he’s served a drink? Anyway, the intergalactic superstar Gaya (an original character created for Disney parks and not seen in the Star Wars films) performs a song, the youth is enamored, and then he stumbles back through the door—and the Imagineer says it’s time to go home.

In addition to the low-budget vibe of the teaser, fans bemoaned the cheap look and feel of the decor and fittings on the Starcruiser. Based on the price they were actively saving up to pay, they had built up an expectation that this experience would—and should—sit in the lap of luxury. But they also thought that it would adhere more closely to the Star Wars films—ideally the popular original trilogy and not the lesser-appreciated sequels. “There was a lot of overlap between the hate of the newer movies and the hate of Starcruiser,” notes storytelling consultant Alletta Cooper. “A lot of those people didn’t like the era it was set in because they wanted their Luke Skywalker, Darth Vader experience. They didn’t want Rey and Kylo Ren.”

“When they put out the first video and it was some random singing and some atmosphere that I didn’t recognize, I thought, ‘This doesn’t feel right to me. It doesn’t feel like what I imagined,’ ” says Dan Zehr, coauthor of The Star Wars Book and a writer for StarWars.com. “Certain things could have been emphasized over others. If they had not used actors nobody knew and focused on a lounge singer that only five people cared about (Gaya had only previously been referenced in relation to a long-canceled Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge dinner show concept)… it could have been different. They just didn’t seem to be in touch with the people who would be spending the money.”

“I realize now [that] Disney didn’t make the Galactic Starcruiser for Star Wars lovers. They made it for rich people who think Star Wars is neat,” tweeted one disgruntled fan.

Disney deleted the promotional video from its platforms.

But the pessimism and backlash snowballed. It became common in the Disney and Star Wars fan space for influencers and fans to belittle the Starcruiser, and it was decidedly uncool to be excited about it. “Fans were thinking, ‘If I can’t go, nobody else should be able to go,’ ” says Lou Mongello. “Some people were blinded by the cost and the have/have not.”

Those who showed interest were attacked online, called shills, and ultimately quieted. “No one hates Star Wars as much as Star Wars fans. And hate gets more attention than love,” notes Alletta Cooper. “Those of us who love this thing really love it and… we were just drowned out. Anytime we would comment on anything, it would be downvoted or we were told that we were just rich elitists.”

When the Starcruiser finally opened in March 2022, it was an uphill battle for it to actually succeed. My video team and I, personally, knew that the anti-Starcruiser sentiment was rampant in the fan community; and we worked and reworked our review to ensure an unbiased, fact-based product. It was a sleepless night before the embargo was up, and a nail-biter once we published, to be sure.

“They didn’t put their best foot forward in how it looked early on,” says LA Times journalist Todd Martens, “and that created a narrative among people that it was going to be a disappointment. And without knowing the specific financial books on the Starcruiser, I think there were ways they could have slowly changed that narrative.”

While the Galactic Starcruiser was sold out for its first four months in operation, sales eventually dwindled, and Disney reduced the number of “sail dates.” In May 2023, just one year after it opened, Disney announced it would be closing the experience permanently in September of that year. When asked about the decision, Josh D’Amaro, chairman of Disney’s Experiences Division, said simply, “It didn’t perform exactly like we wanted it to perform.”

“There are Star Wars people who hate that Disney owns Star Wars,” says Alletta Cooper. “They, I think, did have an impact on the public perception of Starcruiser, which definitely had an impact on the sales for Starcruiser. So I think even if Disney was not listening directly to what fans were saying, there was a trickle-down effect toward the viability, and other fans were listening.”

Fans also note that Disney likely missed the boat on the marketing front, which isn’t surprising given how utterly innovative and new the concept of the Galactic Starcruiser actually was. It’s tough to sound bite something that very few people have any relatable context for. A huge component of the experience was the immersive theater aspect—guests being given the opportunity to be a part of the Star Wars story by teaming up and completing missions with real live characters on the ship. This had just… never really been done, and it was practically impossible to explain how it was going to work before the Starcruiser opened.

What’s compelling from a fandom perspective, though, is the actual Starcruiser survey data. “Across the board, statistically by all measurable metrics, Starcruiser had the highest rating of any Disney experience in all of their guest surveys,” says Alletta Cooper. “The people who loved it, really loved it. So much so that an entire niche community has grown out of it.”

In October 2024, fans held a professional event called Halcy-Con—a convention playfully named after the Starcruiser’s official moniker: Halcyon. The event was so popular that hundreds of tickets sold out in two hours. A second wave of tickets sold out in even less time, according to fans. And even though the Starcruiser is now closed, the fan base for it keeps getting larger. Halcy-Con’s organizers have grown and expanded the event for its second year, moving into a significantly larger venue.

This is just one—very compelling—example of community growing tangentially to and unintentionally from Disney’s official products. Through the power and scope of social media, niche offshoots like this are becoming both commonplace and highly visible in Disney fandom—and I don’t think they’ll stop. As such, this is one more component of social media evolution and outcome that Disney has to develop policies around: with unofficial communities that spring up around their intellectual property, they must figure out how to collaborate and coordinate in a way that fosters a positive and profitable outcome… while gleaning important intel from their fans along the way.
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The Starcruiser represents how Disney fans can influence a narrative in a way that inspires, and sometimes requires, Disney to make changes, but theme park rides are probably the biggest instigator thus far of Disney “fandemonium.”

Disney fan darling Splash Mountain is a great example. This log-flume ride, based on the 1946 live-action film Song of the South, originally had a footprint in Disneyland, Walt Disney World, and Tokyo Disneyland. In 2020, Disney announced that the two United States ride locations would close, promising a “reimagining” of the attractions: same ride, different theming. The Song of the South overlay would be changed to a bayou-based ride themed around Disney’s hit animated film The Princess and the Frog.

Splash Mountain had not been struggling as an attraction. It was very popular on both coasts (and remains so in Tokyo), demanding long lines and plenty of income from guests willing to pay skip-the-line fees via Disney’s Lightning Lane system. With opening dates in 1989 and 1992, respectively, Disneyland and Disney World fans had long-reaching, positive associations and memories with the ride. But according to Disney, the attraction needed an update to become more “inclusive.” “[The change] speaks to the diversity of the millions of people who visit our parks each year,” a Disney spokesperson noted.

The timing was conspicuous. A Change.org petition was circulating, requesting that Splash Mountain be cleansed of what many considered to be culturally insensitive theming. (Disney had locked away the Song of the South film in the vault long before this, due to similar concerns.) Additionally, 2020 was the year that the groundswell activism of Black Lives Matter swept the country.

Perhaps Disney responded to the social landscape. Or maybe the re-theme could have been in the hopper for years, getting coincidentally green-lit in the midst of turmoil and a call for change. But I know Disney well enough to be certain that their decision to move forward with such a controversial announcement at such a charged time in history was, most likely, made purposefully.

The update came on the heels of the advent of Disney’s “Inclusion Key.” Disney’s long-standing tradition of “The Four Keys,” which included Safety, Courtesy, Show, and Efficiency, had for sixty-five years made up the backbone of Disney’s employee training program. But in 2019, Disney Experiences chairman Josh D’Amaro announced, “When we asked our cast how we could better cultivate a culture of belonging, they suggested the addition of a fifth key: the key of Inclusion.” According to a Disney Parks Blog post attributed to D’Amaro, “We want our guests to see their own backgrounds and traditions reflected in… their interactions with Disney. And we want our cast members—and future cast members—to feel a sense of belonging at work. That means cultivating an environment where all people feel welcomed and appreciated for their unique life experiences, perspectives and culture. Where we celebrate allyship and support for each other. And where diverse views and ideas are sought after as critical contributions towards our collective success.”1

Rides, Star Wars hotels, and noodles are important, but it’s the bigger stakes shifts that showcase the power built up by the Disney Adult army via social media. And in 2022, Disney’s Inclusion Key was about to be put to the test with the Parental Rights in Education Act, also known as the “Don’t Say Gay” bill, in Florida. This law prohibits Florida public schools from discussing sexual orientation or gender identity in kindergarten through third grade. On February 24, 2022, the bill passed in the Florida House of Representatives, and on March 8, it passed in the Senate. The law went into effect on July 1, 2022.

When the bill was first introduced, Disney stayed publicly quiet, and continued to do so after receipt of a letter from Disney’s LGBTQIA+ Business Employee Resource Groups on February 28, requesting the company “issue a public statement condemning anti-LGBTQIA+ policies in the U.S.”2 In a shareholders meeting on March 9, then-CEO Bob Chapek explained, “We were opposed to the bill from the outset, but we chose not to take a public position on it because we thought we could be more effective working behind the scenes engaging directly with lawmakers on both sides of the aisle.”3 He also noted in a company memo that corporate statements are “often weaponized by one side or the other to further divide and inflame… they can be counterproductive and undermine more effective ways to achieve change.”

But the silence didn’t sit well with many of the company’s cast members and fans. “The magic is kind of ruined for me,” said one LGBTQ fan, who eventually launched a petition signed by over four thousand supporters calling for Disney to make a public statement and also declare they would no longer financially support sponsors and cosponsors of the bill. (Disney had previously donated to legislators on both sides of the aisle, including every lawmaker who ended up voting for the bill.)

The public backlash, amplified by mainstream and social media, preceded a second response from Disney, including a full apology to its cast members, on March 11. In a statement released by The Walt Disney Company, Chapek stated, “You needed me to be a stronger ally in the fight for equal rights and I let you down. I am sorry…. Starting immediately, we are increasing our support for advocacy groups to combat similar legislation in other states. We are hard at work creating a new framework for our political giving that will ensure our advocacy better reflects our values. And today, we are pausing all political donations in the state of Florida pending this review.”4

But this didn’t end up alleviating the situation. Upon Chapek’s apology, cast members and fans were still smarting, with many on the left noting that this apology and movement on the political front was “too little too late.” By March 16, Disney employees had written an open letter to The Walt Disney Company noting that Disney had “utterly failed to match the magnitude of the threat to LGBTQIA+ safety represented by this legislation,” and staged walkouts at the company’s headquarters in Burbank, California, and in Disney theme parks.

Simultaneously, Disney was managing a new issue: fans on the political right side of the aisle were incensed by Disney’s public denouncement of the Parental Rights in Education Act and began lodging their complaints.

“Disney World is going to lose us as customers if it continues down this path. I do not want to have Disney World taken away from us because Disney cares more about politics than happy guests,” relayed an Orlando Sentinel column by Disney fan Jonathan VanBoskerck titled “I love Disney World, but the wokeness is ruining the experience.” In it, he pleads: “Disney, please return to the values and vision of Walt…. Immersion should not be sacrificed on the altar of political correctness and appeasing the Twitter mob.”

To compound this, Disney’s denouncement of the law sparked a very public clash between Florida governor Ron DeSantis and The Walt Disney Company, which eventually included Walt Disney World being stripped of its control over special district privileges in Florida. The company fell into a political no-man’s-land, decried on both sides of the aisle and struggling to polish a tarnished brand.

Would Disney have responded publicly to the bill without the social media push?

“That’s a really interesting question,” says Todd Martens. “I think we have to acknowledge that Disney is treated differently than other companies, and maybe executives at Disney may think [they’re] unfairly treated differently than other companies. But I think Disney is so intertwined in American storytelling and in American myths and the development of how America interprets centuries-old fairy tales that they define American culture. And I think Disney has a huge responsibility that other corporations don’t have.

“We’ve increasingly become the society where everything gets somehow tied up in politics, whether that’s sports or film or video games. And so when something happens that is a culturally significant moment, we expect a company like Disney to respond to it. I think because of those social media campaigns and because we increasingly live in a world where we expect our companies and the things we love to share some of our values, we expected Disney to have a response to what was happening in Florida.”

At the same time—in fact, just one day after the Parental Rights in Education Act passed in the Florida Senate—Disney’s stance on LGBTQ issues came under fire from employees in an entirely different sector of the company when Pixar staff accused Disney of blocking explicitly gay storylines from the big screen. As reported in Variety: “In a statement attributed to ‘the LGBTQIA employees of Pixar, and their allies’ obtained by Variety, employees of the animation studio allege that Disney corporate executives have demanded cuts from ‘nearly every moment of overtly gay affection, regardless of when there is protest from both the creative teams and executive leadership at Pixar.’ ”5

A little background for you on gay representation in Disney movies: the portrayals of female and LGBTQ characters in Disney films and movies are slowly shifting and adapting in order to keep up with societal evolution, but critics are not pleased with the pace. In his book Tinker Belles and Evil Queens, Sean P. Griffin writes, “Although many historians and biographers have consciously re-inscribed the asexual mythology of the company, Disney has consistently posited and reinforced an image of sexuality in films, television series, comic books, theme parks and countless other Disney texts: specifically, an image of American middle-class heterosexual courtship.”6 All the love portrayed in early Disney movies plays like conventional American heterosexuality, and all the gender presentation of positively connotated characters is very traditional. That said, Disney has a long-standing reputation of queer-coding its beloved villains—the most well-known being Ursula, the seemingly straight-talking sea witch in Disney’s 1989 The Little Mermaid. It has long been theorized, and since confirmed by animator Rob Minkoff,7 that Ursula’s famous look and vibe was inspired by popular drag queen Divine. Other Disney villains that academics, fans, and journalists theorize are queer-coded include Captain Hook from Peter Pan, Jafar from Aladdin, Scar from The Lion King, and Hades from Hercules. Critics claim that queer-coding villainous characters carries on to vilify queer people in viewers’ perceptions. And up until recently, Disney had never presented an openly gay character in an animated feature film, much less one that was considered positive or even neutral in the story. Pixar employees decided enough was enough.

But just months after the Pixar employee statement in 2022, we saw two openly gay main characters in Disney big-screen films: Alisha Hawthorne in Lightyear (July) and Ethan Clade in Strange World (November). Lightyear even included Disney’s first romantically depicted same-sex kiss (which Variety states had been cut, yet was reinstated after the Pixar employee statement). Now, obviously, Disney films are in development for years before they’re released, so these gay characters were not the result of the March 9, 2022, Pixar employee statement. But the changes in Disney’s storyline choices are intentional… and continue to be highly controversial.

At the 2023 Disney shareholders meeting, one shareholder posed a very direct question: “Would it not be beneficial for the company to ditch the LGBTQIA+ and gender ideology for good? Turn Disney back to the apolitical fun place that it used to be, and I bet that you’ll win back both the trust of families and the stock market.”

Bob Iger responded that Disney prides itself on being “accessible to all people.” He continued by saying, “We’ve been telling stories for 100 years aimed at entertaining and inspiring families from all over the world. And we’re extremely proud of the positive impact we’ve had on billions of people over that 100 year period of time. For generations, the stories that we’ve told have touched people’s hearts because they’ve been infused with the right values. They’ve celebrated heroes, emphasized the value of family and friendship, they’ve instilled a steady faith in the belief that good triumphs over evil, that tomorrow is always brighter than today. And I think those stories have had an amazingly positive impact on the world—a world that always loves and needs great stories, and… great entertainment.”

Iger recognized the critique, acknowledging, “We’ve recently gotten criticism… for what some perceive to be agenda-driven content. And I’m sensitive to that, actually. Our primary mission needs to be to entertain. And then through our entertainment to continue to have a positive impact on the world. I’m very serious about that. It should not be agenda driven. It should be entertainment driven. That should be the goal in all of our stories.”

He acknowledged that Disney won’t likely please everyone all of the time, but he said that “we should all be sensitive to the fact that parents have different levels of comfort with the content that is delivered to children, and we’re committed to delivering age-appropriate content for family audiences while also telling stories that reflect the world around us and that foster greater understanding, greater perspective, greater acceptance of all people.

“It’s my hope that Disney continues to be a source of hope and optimism for the world,” he concluded. “And we’re honored to actually carry forth Walt’s legacy of inspiring joy and wonder for everyone.”

While Iger’s claims seem to be fairly anodyne, when you look a little closer with your analytical eye, you’ll notice that he seems to walk a very fine line between placating a conservative shareholder base (many in Disney’s audience demand that fairy tales remain fairy tales, fables of right and wrong that have been told for generations and are broadly applicable) while also actively working toward a more inclusive, representative future. You can see a similar change in many other large, consumer-based companies. For example, Barbies now come in several different body types and skin colors, and clothing companies have begun to produce more size-inclusive fashions. At Disney, this change has slowly manifested in the inclusion of characters that may be fantasy based but still display recognizable traits that have been previously underrepresented on the big screen.

Conversations around representation in parks, films, and television have been foundational in a growing political debate with Disney at its center. This has included accusations that Disney has a “gay” and “woke” agenda. And while it seems clear that both Disney and Iger are aware of the current discussion and criticisms surrounding recent projects and company stances on cultural and political issues, including those regarding their decision to build a theme park in Abu Dhabi, it does not seem that Disney plans on avoiding these controversial topics in the future. This is a continuing conversation; one that I’m sure has already changed in myriad ways between when I wrote this and the moment you’re reading it. The snapshot here is an example of what Disney has done for the past one hundred years and has to do for the next hundred: evolve.

“Disney is a place that is reflecting our world and our society and our culture back to us,” notes Todd Martens. “And so it is natural to want and to, I think, even demand Disney have a response to issues.”
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While Disney has been applauded for the accessibility of their parks, one choice has caused waves in the Disney Adult community recently.

Disney’s Disability Access Service (DAS) accommodates guests who have difficulty tolerating extended waits in a conventional queue environment due to a disability. Eligible guests can schedule a return time equivalent to the current standby wait for an attraction. This program has allowed many guests to enjoy the park without compromising their well-being, but it has recently gone through significant changes that, according to Disney, should cut down on abuse of the system and “line-skipping.”

In recent years, Disney’s Disability Access Service had become its most widely requested service, with usage tripling in the last five years. As a result, Disney determined that the service was overtaxed and overused, making accessibility accommodations even harder to acquire for people who needed them. Faced with a problem, Disney implemented changes intended to ensure services went to the guests who needed them most.

Before the changes, Disney allowed guests with anxiety, physical disabilities, inflammatory bowel disease, and more to have accommodations that allowed them to be more comfortable while still waiting the full amount of time, just outside of the line. Guests applied for the program at the park, and frontline cast members had the responsibility of determining necessity and granting a DAS pass. In 2024, Disney narrowed down the eligibility language for DAS to accommodate “only those Guests who, due to a developmental disability like autism or similar, are unable to wait in a conventional queue for an extended period of time,” and moved the process for approval online, contracting the decision-making out to health professionals at Inspire Health Alliance.

As a result of the changes, some guests who previously qualified for the program were no longer getting approved. With the new rules, guests with specific needs that may arise while waiting in an attraction queue, such as those who may have an anxiety attack or need the immediate use of a restroom, may exit the queue while the rest of their party waits in the queue. Disney states via their website, “The Guest may then re-enter the queue prior to boarding the ride. A Guest may also wait outside the queue and meet up with their party before boarding the ride if needed based on the nature or condition of the queue at a particular attraction and the Guest’s specific needs.”

While this offers accommodations for those who may not be approved for a DAS pass, opponents to the changes pointed out that this requires locating a cast member in a potentially long queue, and if you are traveling with a child who cannot be left alone, this could cause other issues to arise. Some guests were worried about how the return to queue was perceived by other guests as there was no escort from a cast member.

Frustrated guests started a petition called “Stop excluding disabled people from Disneyland and Disney World with new policy.” This petition garnered over 33,500 signatures from people who did not support the DAS changes. The petition stated: “By limiting the DAS so severely, Disney has left out a wide array of disabled individuals, including cancer patients, many people with autism (even though it says this is who DAS is for many are still rejected), veterans with PTSD, Parkinson’s, Multiple Sclerosis, ALS, Guillain-Barré, those with rare diseases and more.”

Allison, who signed the petition, wrote, “Disney was always a place my family could enjoy and feel included. The new DAS policy and experiences have made my family never want to visit Disney—humiliated by Cast Members and ‘medical’ staff during interviews, begging Cast Members in lines, or being separated from family when Disney is supposed to be a family place.”

But this is a developing story. In January 2025, Disney changed the wording on their website to remove the word “only” from the description of who was eligible for its Disability Access Service. The website now reads, “… intended to accommodate those Guests who, due to a developmental disability like autism or similar, are unable to wait in a conventional queue for an extended period of time.” This change intimates that Disney is listening to the concerns, and is potentially considering how to make the service more accessible while still stemming abuse.

And in February 2025, a new class action lawsuit was filed against both the Walt Disney Parks and Resorts and Inspire Health Alliance in the state of California due to the changes that were made to DAS at both the Disneyland and Walt Disney World Resort. The lawsuit, Malone v. Disney, filed in Orange County, California, alleges that Disney, along with Inspire Health Alliance (who helps Disney determine DAS eligibility), discriminated against and is still discriminating against those with disabilities during the DAS interview process. The lawsuit notes that under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), those with disabilities are entitled to equal access, privacy, and dignity. The screening criteria is the leading cause for concern as it may have violated the California Unruh Civil Rights Act, the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) guidelines, as well as privacy rights that are protected under the California Confidentiality of Medical Information Act (CMIA).

This is the latest in a series of concerns being made public by and rallied against by Disney Adults. And social media and technology have significantly lowered the bar for their voices to be heard.
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Disney Adults are one of the most invested fandoms I’ve ever encountered. But why do they care so much?

When Disney announced the Splash Mountain re-theme, the response was immediate and overwhelming from all sides. Petitions were launched, mud was flung, frustrations ran high, internet comments were intense and downright nasty. Disney fans are obsessive when it comes to change in the parks and it can be traced back to their memories being messed with.

“I think, from a professional standpoint, in a world where everyone is just being stretched so thin all the time, which I think is the case for the majority of people, you want creature comforts,” says neuroscientist and Disney fan Megan K. “And for a lot of people, home is stressful and maybe not a comforting place, but a place where work still has to be done, whether it’s taking care of a family or paying bills. Just having something reliable that is worth looking forward to is comforting.”

For many, Disney parks are quite literally their “happy place.” When you’re struggling in real life, you can go back to Disney and experience what you have loved time and again. It’s almost time travel back to a safer, happier time. So when something’s different, it’s uncomfortable. This isn’t the same thing I loved before, so do I still love it?

Many Disney fans will point to recent and fraught examples of change when they beat their chests and gnash their teeth about Disney not being like the old days—like the beloved Maelstrom boat ride in EPCOT morphing into a Frozen-themed attraction, or quintessential 1989 MGM Studios gem The Great Movie Ride being overhauled into Mickey and Minnie’s Runaway Railway. But a time when I personally had my Disney world shaken was when a kitschy little show called Kitchen Kabaret closed down in EPCOT.

Kitchen Kabaret was an audio-animatronic variety show MCed by Bonnie Appetit, a voluptuous, fishnet hose−clad host helping us all learn about eating healthier food. And I loved it. The songs were catchy, the characters were fun (I was allowed to buy one souvenir on that trip and I chose a plush tomato—part of the show’s vegetable mariachi band), and it was short enough to keep my seven-year-old self entertained and not bored. Did I learn to eat healthier? Data shows that I did not. But can I still sing every word of the main theme? Yep.

When Kitchen Kabaret was updated in 1994 to become Food Rocks—same concept, different songs… more rock and less revue—I was gutted. And, looking back, it wasn’t because Kitchen Kabaret was Broadway-quality entertainment and Food Rocks was trash. It was because Kitchen Kabaret held memories. My family and I would sing the songs together. It represented a park we loved to visit. I had spent the only money I had on a plush tomato representing this attraction, which cognitive dissonance requires me to say is my all-time favorite. All of this is a microcosm of the feelings Disney fans have every time a massive change happens in the parks, or at large, within The Walt Disney Company. The thing that was safe and stable is suddenly different, and how do we reconcile that with what made us love this brand in the first place? These are theme park examples, but similar responses can be seen when it comes to movies, music, and television. Fans usually prefer the version of their “thing” that existed when they first started loving their “thing.” Additions to the Star Wars canon can be controversial (Kylo Ren killing Han Solo continues to be a point of contention), storyline changes in live-action remakes of animated films—and the live-action remakes themselves—are often panned by purists despite regularly succeeding at the box office, and TV shows that kill off a critical character (à la Ned Stark in Game of Thrones) spark hot online debate.

You can find thousands of comments across online platforms from Disney fans and Disney Adults who just want Disney to “go back to the way it used to be.” But the next line in the conversation always has to be “What did it used to be?” For every Disney fan, that answer is different.

My “used to be” is 1985 EPCOT. But the new generations of Disney fans never knew Horizons and World of Motion. They never saw Kitchen Kabaret. Food Rocks is their “used to be,” and it’s what they miss and wish could be reinstated.

Ask a Disney fan about their favorite fireworks show in Magic Kingdom, their favorite ride in EPCOT, their favorite Disney movie and their answer will be immediate and accompanied by a story. It’s the one that they grew up with, or experienced the first time they went to Disney World and got sucked into the magic. It’s the one they saw with their grandmother or the one they experienced with their big brother before he passed away. And that’s why, as long as Disney is creating things people love, they will face an uphill battle when they make the decision to change any of them.
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In 2022, Disney harnessed social media in a whole new way, and it was a gamble. They’ve always been pretty good at the art of the carefully dropped announcement—a new theme park ride, a new movie, a new show. But they learned from Walt Disney’s “Black Sunday”—the disastrous opening day of Disneyland—to not make any announcement that isn’t set in stone. They’ve always been very careful about only releasing information that has gone through multiple stages of confirmation. One hilarious example of this was when Disney World was building a new hotel—Bay Lake Tower—which was in plain view of anyone going to the Magic Kingdom. Despite its visibility, they didn’t officially announce that it was happening until the structure was practically built. I once had a Disney cast member pretend they didn’t know what I was talking about when I asked about the giant, round building right in front of them. It was wild, but it was policy.

So, when, in 2022, a Disney executive launched into a string of unconfirmed, super-vague “blue sky” ideas at the D23 Expo Fan Convention in Anaheim, California, in front of thousands of Disney superfans, it was unprecedented. These “maybe someday” plans included a massive expansion of the Magic Kingdom, a complete overhaul of one of the Animal Kingdom lands, and even a potential new land based around the Disney villains. While this may seem like creative suicide—enticing fans with big ideas that include a giant caveat of “but maybe it won’t happen”—the potential strategic value was there. For weeks and months following these announcements, the internet took to exploring, analyzing, guessing, and judging. “It’s the perfect way to take the temperature of the guests,” says Lou Mongello. Disney got to sit back and watch fans deliberate the ideas, weigh the benefits, and just wait to see what rose to the top and what was discounted as uninteresting and, ultimately, unprofitable. The strategy was repeated at the following year’s fan convention, with the same outcome. With this strategy, Disney likely gathered much more data about how their potential announcements would be received, and what ideas might flop or fly once they were actually confirmed.

Of course, after two years of pie-in-the-blue-sky faux plans, fans were digging in their heels and demanding that Disney commit already. Leading into the 2024 D23 fan convention, blue sky−centric memes were rampant and fans had their pitchforks ready. Luckily, Disney got to have their cake and eat it, too. The previous two years of unofficial polling on social media very likely contributed to their decision-making to pull some of the floated concepts, and cement others, giving Disney fans exactly what they wanted: concrete plans to look forward to that were, actually, informed by their wants and needs.

Disney even treated the announcements a little tongue in cheek at the convention, poking fun at themselves for the fuzzy forecasting. But Disney Experiences chairman Josh D’Amaro did not mince words when reestablishing Disney’s focus and intention: “At Disney Experiences, Imagineers dream, create, design and build these stories into real places. And we have Imagineers in place right now all around the world because everything we’re going to share with you is in active development. Plans are drawn. Dirt is moving. I just want to be clear about this: We are doing everything you’re going to hear tonight.” Some fans trust the promise. Some, decidedly, do not.
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There has been a sea change in the past thirty years when it comes to direct, public feedback for Disney from its fans. Disney Adults have always been dedicated to defending what they love—theme park attractions and bespoke characters, storylines and production values, restaurants, merchandise, hotels. But the rise of social media has empowered the community. It’s shifted that defense of what they love to a sense of ownership of what they love—and now includes demands, via public petitions, critical social media posts, and groundswell activism, to be involved in the direction of the company. Disney has always listened to fan feedback via surveys and spending data, but with the advent of social media, public feedback and crowdsourced opinion have become even easier fodder for the twenty-four-hour news cycle churning out stories… and brand optics are at stake for Disney in a completely different way.

In 2023, Disney hired its first ever chief brand officer to keep things running smoothly at the visible surface level of the company. With an ever-evolving social media landscape and innovative creators who have very few barriers to entry when it comes to making their case both for and against Disney’s decisions, Disney is now testing its strategies for how to interact with—and hopefully collaborate with and learn from—this new wave of media contributors.

I’ve been thoroughly impressed with Disney’s ability to flex and evolve to work with the community rather than against them in the past twenty years. Disney knows that more data is better data—even if it’s not exactly what they were hoping to hear. I’m eager to see how the partnership evolves. Watch this space.
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The cultural phenomenon of Disney Adults is annoying, heartwarming, and fascinating—and the company has created an army. Joan in the corner cubicle has lined her desk with Disney World popcorn buckets, Phil on your softball team has a vanity license plate that says “DNLD-DUCK-#1” (that’s a private joke for the Disney Adults reading this book by the way), and Brittney who works at the Kroger deli counter has a million followers on her DisneyTok account. They’re all part of it. And there are tens of thousands, if not millions, more.

This tribe of Disney fans—and all those who preceded us—have helped build and shape the company through endless dollars spent, movies critiqued, surveys filled out, and theme park ride lines patiently tolerated. We have built family memories, endured personal tragedy, and fallen in love within the gates of Disney parks. As a result, many of us are protective of the brand’s past, present, and future as if it was part of our own. Because it is. And as the assumed job of any fandom is to provide constructive criticism in addition to lauding success, Disney fans have a lot to say.

The Walt Disney Company is about to launch into ten years of explosive growth. They’re building theme park rides, patenting new technology, gambling with sports betting, and going global in ways they never have before. But they may also be at one of the most precarious points in history in terms of fan critique when it comes to the quality, creativity, and pricing of Disney’s products. Can Disney convince their fans it’s worth it? And can fans accept that, in order to survive, change is mandatory?
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In 1928, when Walt Disney created Mickey Mouse, he probably didn’t envision the world domination that Disney has since achieved. (Though, to be fair, if Mr. Disney had the balls to call his half-baked theme park that nearly bankrupted his entire company “Disneyland,” then he probably had the self-confidence to expect something along the lines of world domination.) Disney currently controls the cards for dozens of household brand names—Star Wars, Pixar, Marvel, ESPN, ABC, National Geographic, 21st Century Fox (that’s right—Disney literally owns the Simpsons), and more. They have deals with the Kardashians, Taylor Swift, and Lady Gaga. They’re leaning hard into a sports betting empire. I bet you didn’t realize that when you binge a season of American Horror Story, you’re technically watching a Disney show. They are influencing aspects of your life of which you’re not even aware, through political donations, stock fluctuations, mergers and acquisitions, board seats, training programs… and so many fans.

The Walt Disney Company is the fifth-largest media company in the world, by revenue, beating out the likes of Amazon and Apple per a recent study.1 Their global revenue has steadily grown, nearly tripling between 2006 and 2023, and currently capping out around $90 billion.2 But it’s not all smooth sailing. Net income was down from $11.05 billion in 2019 to $2.35 billion in 2023, with a $-2.83 billion year during the pandemic theme park closures of 2020.3 And analysts and investors have been lukewarm on Disney over the past few bumpy years, citing underperforming films, boardroom coups, streaming losses, and shaky leadership as concerns.
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CEO Bob Iger’s messaging, however, has gotten brighter. When he took back the top position in 2022, his message was about “fixing” the company. In 2023, the tune changed to “building,” and then in 2024, it was all about “turbocharging.” In executive commentary on an earnings report, he noted, “Despite recent economic uncertainty that is impacting consumers, we remain confident about the long-term opportunities before us.”
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Disney is a very hot topic among financial analysts. While the company continues to be at the forefront of innovation, they’re also at the pinnacle of the digital revolution. As a one-hundred-year-old behemoth of an empire, can they recognize the opportunities, pivot fast enough, and achieve the flexibility needed to keep up with the wants and needs of an increasingly mercurial audience who just happens to be mired in what they consider to be economic upheaval? The jury is out.

While the company’s overall stock price journey looks solid, the last ten years have a whole lot more peaks and valleys than what investors (and board members) typically like to see. Things were jumpy before 2020, but the global COVID-19 pandemic and its subsequent disruption of Disney’s biggest operating income drivers—movies, cruises, and theme parks—was a shakedown many weren’t sure the entertainment company could survive.

After that, it was like Disney couldn’t catch a break. The hits kept coming, and not in a blockbuster kind of way. In early 2020, Bob Iger stepped down as CEO, making way for his hand-picked successor, Bob Chapek, who had been the chairman of the sector overseeing the Disney parks. In the ensuing year Chapek—known for a salt-of-the-earth, cost-cutting-to-the-bone approach to business—was tasked with not only saving the company from bottoming out during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also bringing it back into the black as quickly as possible. An onslaught of very public and visible changes followed, from the ground up. The company launched a massive set of layoffs and furloughs, implemented a steady stream of conspicuous price hikes at the theme parks and hotels, and focused their efforts on higher-yield guests who would stay longer at the parks and buy more—as opposed to Annual Passholders and more frequent guests who weren’t as profitable.

Despite the PR nightmare, these measures worked from a financial perspective. Disney soon recovered its stock price, and even soared to its highest point ever just one year later, in March 2021. The parks were back open, cruise ships were courting revenge travelers, and movies were back in production. Things seemed to be on the up. Until the great political battle of 2022 came to pass.

The Disney-DeSantis debacle began with Bob Chapek and his team’s bungling of Disney’s response to Florida’s Parental Rights in Education Act, but ramped up in late 2022 as Florida governor Ron DeSantis led a charge to strip Disney of its special district status in the state, and subsequently took over the governance of Disney’s Reedy Creek District with his own appointed team. Disney fought back. Lawsuits were filed. Disney canceled their plans to move their headquarters to Orlando. And investors staged coups. Stock prices dropped to their lowest point in ten years. Even lower than during the pandemic.

By this point, Disney’s board of directors had ousted Bob Chapek and invited chairman Bob Iger back to the top position with a promise to ramp up a successor search. Iger quickly reorganized the company, refocused the PR messaging, and brought the spotlight back to the glitz and glamour of the company’s Hollywood ties versus the in-the-trenches money-mining that is the theme parks. And while investors and fans alike seemed comforted by the return of a leader in whom they had the utmost confidence, Iger’s first year back in the CEO position still ended in yet an even lower stock price than they’d seen during Chapek’s tenure.

But numbers aren’t everything. And analysts are taking stock of Disney’s golden promises of what’s to come as they project the company’s worth. As Disney continues to claw its way out of the downturn and subsequent political and boardroom battles, they’ve set their sights strategically on four primary goals for the upcoming decade.4


	Reinvigorating the film studios

	Building streaming into a profitable growth business

	Transitioning ESPN into the preeminent digital sports platform

	Turbocharging long-term growth in the Experiences business (e.g., theme parks, cruise ships, and high-end travel offerings like Adventures by Disney)



Can they pull it off? Here’s what Disney has on the burner and in the hopper.


FILM

In film, Disney is doubling down on sequels. “Those who have fared best at a shrinking box office are the owners of IP that is already popular,” notes an Economist article tackling the roller coaster that is Disney’s economic future. “As people visit cinemas less often and competition intensifies, studios have pumped money into films people will turn out to see even when they go only three or four times a year.”5 Disney has seven of the top ten highest-grossing animated films of all time… and six of those are sequels. Six. So it seems logical that their upcoming theatrical slate includes further storylines for blockbuster franchises like Frozen, Star Wars, Avengers, Zootopia, Avatar, and Toy Story. Apparently “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” seems to be the game plan; and while they’re getting pushback from fans for resting on their laurels (57.3 percent of the 1,315 Disney Adults we surveyed noted they were annoyed that Disney kept pushing remakes), the business strategy of building on established and beloved characters makes sense. Bob Iger notes in an earnings report executive commentary that during the release of Inside Out 2, Disney saw over 1.3 million Disney+ sign-ups from viewers watching the original Inside Out film. Heightened viewership also happened in connection with the announcements of other sequels, including Moana 2 and Mufasa: The Lion King.



STREAMING

The Walt Disney Company launched streaming service Disney+ in 2019, just in time for the streaming revolution during the 2020 pandemic. Subscriber numbers rose rapidly, peaking in 2022 before stabilizing, but the direct-to-consumer business finally posted its first profitable quarter in Q3 of 2024—a sigh of relief for the company.

Investors are pushing Disney to ramp up that streaming profitability, and the company is pulling out plenty of stops—including ad-supported options, bundling with both Disney-owned services and competitors, and even dabbling in free ad-supported television programming.



SPORTS

A major focus for Disney now and into the future is the sports market. Disney has owned a majority stake in ESPN since 1996, and is eagerly positioning ESPN+ as a major player in the live sports streaming market, with subscriber growth going from 1.4 million in 2019 to over 25 million in 2025.6 Disney currently sits as number two in the world on sports rights spending (behind Comcast/Sky)7—and holds the extended rights to the NBA and WNBA, among other major traffic drivers. Predictions show that streaming platforms are poised for growth—in both ad-free and ad-supported formats—through 2027.8

But taking it one step further, Disney has joined ESPN, FOX, and Warner Bros. Discovery in a joint venture called Venu Sports, which combines all major professional sports leagues and college sports into one powerful service. And they have high hopes for their new ESPN flagship streaming service. In addition to domestic sports coverage, Disney is dabbling in international sports, including cricket (incidentally a more popular sport streaming-wise than American football or baseball) via its India Hotstar holdings.

A quieter move in the sports “arena” so to speak is Disney’s investment in a plethora of digital features, including fantasy sports, sports betting, and e-commerce. Gambling under the Disney brand is an unprecedented development, and a major shift change from the company’s fiercely protected family-friendly image. As recently as 2019, Iger responded to an analyst’s question about sports betting, saying that he “didn’t see the company facilitating gambling in any way.” But Iger has capitulated. After seeing his adult sons’ use of sports-betting apps, he said that sports betting was an “inevitable” companion to sports watching. In 2023, Disney agreed to a $1.5 billion deal with Penn Entertainment, owners of sports betting app Barstool Sportsbook, to rebrand the app as ESPN Bet. The deal will run for ten years, with an option for extension.

Sports betting is legal in thirty-eight states and Washington, DC, after a 2018 Supreme Court ruling cleared the way, and generates billions in revenue. While Disney is not exactly broadcasting their plans for how sports betting will continue to be folded into the ESPN brand, they’re definitely there. ESPN president Jimmy Pitaro highlights the opportunity to reach a younger male audience via the betting services, and is considering alternative broadcasts of games focused on betting.9 ESPN has noted that they will aim to “safeguard” fans with strict marketing guidelines and content that “educates sports fans on responsible gaming.”10



EXPERIENCES

But Disney’s not letting its cash cow run dry. The Experiences segment of the company—Disney’s theme parks, cruise ships, consumer products, and travel sector—regularly delivers the bulk of the operational income (often up to three times or more than that of other company silos like Entertainment and Linear Networks) and will be getting some major upgrades over the next ten years.

Increasing capacity is the name of the game for Disney in its parks and cruise line. Disneyland is embarking on “DisneylandForward,” a $1.9 billion investment and expansion at Walt’s original park. Major expansions have already broken ground in Disney World and Disney’s international parks as well. In total, $60 billion will be invested in Disney’s capacity-increasing endeavors over the next ten years, as the company continues to heavily bet that the theme parks will deliver a major portion of the operating profits. They’ve even announced a long-term project to build a new theme park in Abu Dhabi, expanding the brand to potentially millions of new fans and guests.

Also in its Experiences segment, we’re seeing a huge investment by Disney in its cruise line. The cruise industry is explosive in the United States, with revenue expected to increase by $2 billion annually through 2029.11 From the Disney Cruise Line’s creation in 1998 up until 2022, Disney invested in five ships. But from 2024 to 2031, they’ll be adding a further eight to the roster, which will add dedicated ports in Singapore, Japan, and farther afield.



GAMING

Disney is diving all-in on massive multiplayer online games as well with its latest hook-up with Epic Games, creator of Fortnite. “Perhaps the most dramatic way technology could disrupt the culture business is by creating new categories of entertainment,” notes The Economist. “Young adults in rich countries already devote more time to gaming than to broadcast television. Hollywood has been slow to catch on, but its Silicon Valley rivals are snapping up gaming IP.” Disney seems to be well aware. Company execs noted at the D23 fan convention in 2024 that video games are regularly becoming the first places young consumers come across Disney characters and stories. And when the company polled its fans to determine which new real-life lightsaber it should create for sale, the fans voted overwhelmingly for a saber owned by Cal Kestis—a character only seen in video games.

In 2024, the company spent $1.5 billion to acquire an equity stake in Epic Games, combined with a multiyear collaboration on an all-new games and entertainment universe powered by Unreal Engine and based on Disney stories and experiences. A collaboration with Fortnite could give Disney the leg up on Gen Alpha and potentially even Gen Beta, filling in the growing gaps between kids consuming content on TV and movie screens, and those consuming content via digital games.



LOBBYING

As The Walt Disney Company continues to grow, some folks may be surprised to see other under-the-radar yet still quite influential actions. While it’s not something many Disney fans consider or discuss, The Walt Disney Company is mindful of and involved in domestic politics. We experienced a very public showing of this with the Parental Rights in Education Act response in Florida in 2022. But Disney has been active on both sides of the aisle for decades.

In 2024, Disney spent $5.2 million on lobbying around issues from trade and tourism to taxes and copyright… and more. In 2024, we started to see Disney hiring lobbyists for the first time in the arena of artificial intelligence,12 to protect their IP and copyrights, devoting funds to convincing lawmakers around the No AI FRAUD Act (H.R. 6943) and the Generative AI Copyright Disclosure Act (H.R. 7913) of 2024. Whether we recognize it or not, the company is very involved with how we will consume its content and other digital content both now and well into the future.
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Analysts have faith in Disney’s current leadership and are mostly confident that, within the next five years, the company will again be putting up record-breaking numbers on Wall Street—with the major caveat being the identity of Iger’s successor.13

But not everyone is 100 percent convinced.

In the midst of the streaming boom in 2020, Disney invested heavily in content creation—as did other streaming services. The name of the game was quantity. How much new content could you pump out so that your subscribers didn’t get bored and wander over to the next app? The outcome was unexpected. Subscriber churn and binge-watching—where subscribers buy your service for one show/month, then unsubscribe—became the norm. So Disney changed tack. According to Bob Iger via investors and earnings calls, the rules were evolving to favor quality over quantity: buy or make smaller quantities of better content, and you’ll keep your subscribers for the long haul.

This is a streaming example, but where else in the company is Disney making the same quantity over quality mistake? Disney Adults are thrilled to see the company expanding in so many ways. But some Disney fans, former employees and executives, and current cast members are asking the same question. Can Disney maintain its high standards of quality at the ground level as they ramp up globally in so many different silos? And because Disney Adults feel such a sense of ownership over the company—knowing that CEOs will come and go but many of us are Disney fans for life—the criticism can be forceful.

While we’re theorizing about the future of corporate Disney and its big swings, there are a few situations that fans see as opportunities for change.


CAN DISNEY MAINTAIN QUALITY?

As Disney sets astronomical goals, will they inevitably stretch too thin at their foundation? Cast members and park guests are commenting on worsening quality in the parks—especially since the 2020 park closures. But it’s not a new opinion.

A Disney theme park cast member posted a heartfelt appeal on Reddit recently, noting a degradation in quality in the parks—specifically around the guest experience. He referenced frequent ride breakdowns (true, mostly due to the more finicky technology being used in Disney’s newer rides and the aging inner workings of the older ones), understaffing due to pandemic layoffs and subsequent lack of training for new hires, the loss of significant live entertainment in the parks, and more.

I don’t put much stock into one or two Reddit threads, but whether the criticisms are true or not, the fact that we’re hearing them regularly is worth discussing. In my interview with Brandon (you remember him from Chapter 3?), who is a former cast member and a mega-consumer of Disney content and product, he is thoughtful about Disney’s ability to maintain standards… and whether they’re even doing so now.

“I don’t think that they’re maintaining the quality, and I just think that it really has to do with the economy,” he says. “I think that Disney’s biggest focus is a profit margin, and I don’t feel like it ever was that before. I think that the Disney difference was very much like: We’re going to eat into our profit margins, but it’s for good reason. We’re going to have this standard and this quality that you won’t be able to find anywhere else and we will be less profitable for it. I felt like they weren’t so focused on their net income and now they really, really are; and unfortunately, the only way to keep your net income extremely high is to cut costs.

“And the easiest thing to cut are these little Disney differences that you see. These little things like if you go to Disneyland right now and the sun goes down, there’s a million light bulbs [burned] out. That’s where we start trimming the fat and then it’ll start carrying on to other areas like new projects. Back in the day they were hand painting murals when it came to a new project. Now they’re putting up sticker decals.”

Former Disney employee Mark S. points out some drastic differences between “Disney luxury” and real luxury—especially at resort hotels. “There’s no differentiation between the products inside of the ecosystem at Walt Disney World. So a cast member who works at Pop Century [a lower-cost hotel] gets the same training as a cast member who works at Grand Floridian [Disney World’s flagship hotel], but the expectation in service between those two resorts is different,” he says. “Why, at resorts that cost this much, do I not have a duvet? Why do I not have daily room service?”

While luxurious duvets and fancy turn-down service have never been standard at Disney World hotels, the resorts have lost some significant amenities in the last few years. When the vacation destination reopened after its multi-month pandemic closure in 2020, guests came back to the majority of hotels offering no room service, reduced housekeeping services (many Disney World hotels do not benefit from daily housekeeping any longer, with cleaners coming every other day instead), and the elimination of perks like purchase delivery from the theme parks and free airport transportation.

Mark continues, recalling a story from his time working at Disney World: “I remember one consultant was very honest with us. She said, ‘We just had a client looking to book a big convention and we were at one of your resorts. We also went to the Ritz-Carlton. The CEO [of the client company] said the tablecloths were wrinkled at Disney, and he was looking around the Ritz-Carlton at smooth tablecloths.’ ”

This is something I’ve often considered myself. I have, personally, paid $1,000 per night for a basic, standard room at the Grand Floridian Resort. While lovely, the lack of amenities at this price point is shocking. But the truth of the matter is… people will pay it. I paid it. Many, many times.

At Disney, you’re paying for location. It’s kind of like how you’ll have to pay an exorbitant uptick in rent if you can see a river or something from your apartment, or if you’re close to a good transportation line. Location, location, location. And at the Grand Floridian, you’re just literal steps away from the Magic. You can see Cinderella Castle from some of the rooms (those cost more, by the way). And how can you put a price on that when you’re taking that huge family vacation that you’ve been saving for years to afford? (After all, you can’t walk to Cinderella Castle from the Ritz-Carlton.)




BUSINESS VERSUS CREATIVITY

So perhaps Disney is swooning a bit to the siren song of “efficiency.” This makes business sense, of course, but lately the cost-cutting and assembly-line vibe has been a popular topic in Disney threads on social media. Fans bemoan the homogenous nature of the Disney parks—e.g., carbon-copied rides, repeat merchandise, and a focus on only existing intellectual property when it comes to expansions and rethemes in the parks with no new or unique attraction stories. Generally, fans seem to want more creativity and one-of-a-kind implementations, and fewer business-driven corporate decisions that they believe strip down the more bespoke nostalgic elements of the Disney parks that fans remember and love.

It’s definitely a matter of perspective, but one cold hard fact in the mix is that this push-pull between creative and practical thinking probably dates all the way back to Walt and Roy. Walt was the dreamer, and Roy, his brother, figured out how to get it done. But The Walt Disney Company has evolved over time, as most big companies do, from the dream and vision of one person to a business collectively run by executives. In that process, you gain scalability and global growth, but you inevitably lose some of the… well… magic. It’s classic mom-and-pop stuff. And when a company like this is employing some of the brightest creative minds in the world to innovate and, as Walt said, “do the impossible,” it’s natural that they see things differently than those holding the purse strings.

“It used to be that Imagineering or WED Enterprises reported directly to the CEO, then it kind of folded under operations and then became Walt Disney Imagineering. But before that, WED Enterprises was a bit like a Wild West,” says former Imagineer Brian B. “It was Walt Disney’s newest company, his little baby where he was going to tinker and do whatever he wanted. And he was Walt Disney. He could do whatever he wanted. They experimented, they spent a lot of money, and they made cool stuff.

“And then the corporate overlords, for lack of a better term, come in and put more business and process around Imagineering. So, now, both are at play at the same time. You still have some of that old Imagineering culture (that’s not going away), where people are having fun and trying new things and experimenting; and then corporate saying, ‘Hey, we have a budget and a schedule here that we have to respect.’ So there’s some of that back-and-forth, but Imagineering does have a separate culture from the rest of The Walt Disney Company in that way.”

And I’ve seen it with my own eyes. When I got the chance to tour the Walt Disney Imagineering building in Glendale, California, in 2024 as part of a media opportunity, I was blown away. In that building, which is off-limits to basically everyone—I was very lucky to get the chance to go there—there’s a feeling of excitement and warmth. Imagineers are super-jazzed to talk about what they’re working on and show you the super-rad thing they just figured out how to do with batteries or paint or currents or robots or pulley systems or whatever.

Being in their presence reminded me of hanging out with my dad in his darkroom downstairs at home. He was a professional photographer and an ultrasonics engineer, and in his basement workshop he’d rigged up all manner of doodads and thingamajigs. There was so much stuff in there it looked like a 1940s hardware store had a baby with the CERN supercollider. My dad made chandeliers out of cereal bowls and hung reading lights made out of tennis balls in his old Pontiac—this was before cars had reading lights—so my brother and I could peruse our comic books as we sped down the highway to Disney World at 3 a.m. When I was in the Imagineering building, it was like being in a huge version of that workshop downstairs at home—where everyone there was just as excited about doodads and thingamajigs as my dad was.

In all my years of covering The Walt Disney Company, I’ve never felt so energized as I did that day, in that building, surrounded by people who seemed genuinely excited by the opportunities to play and discover and tinker and achieve. They were like little kids on Christmas morning, excited to play with all their new toys and not sure which one to play with first.

Digging a little deeper into the push-pull between corporate and Imagineering, I asked a guy I knew would give me a solid, straight-shooter answer: Bob Gurr. Gurr refers to himself as a “pre-Imagineer.” He was involved heavily with the development of ride and show vehicles for Disneyland across his tenure in WED Enterprises, from park creation until 1981, working on attractions like Autopia, Haunted Mansion (he invented Doom Buggies!), Matterhorn Bobsleds, and the Disneyland and Walt Disney World monorail systems. He eventually gave himself the title of director of special vehicle development.

According to Gurr, Walt’s vision was paramount. “The pre-Imagineering WED designers assigned by Walt Disney to design Disneyland in 1955 followed Walt’s ideas on what he specifically wanted in his new park. From a typewritten list he had made in 1952, he chose around seventeen original Disneyland features to proceed with,” says Gurr. “My direct experience with him by 1957, during a discussion with him, was that he was very clear as to what is to go, and not go, into ‘his park.’

“After his passing in 1966, we (by then known as Imagineers) continued to follow the essence of his ideas for quite some time, at least to the first version of [Walt Disney World]. The first generation moved on and were steadily replaced by the second-generation Imagineers. At some point, Walt’s ideas were slowly forgotten and were replaced by the people in charge of revenue; analysis and calculation replaced [Walt’s original vision] and it got lost.”

In any profitable company you’ll likely find creatives butting heads with those who are in charge of implementing shrewd financial vision, yet the two can’t survive without each other. But with Walt gone and executives watching every penny, does Imagineering still get to go out on a limb with a new and innovative idea? Former Imagineer Brian B. says yes… to an extent. “That kind of uncertainty is tough because you’re doing engineering and architecture design for something that’s very permanent, and difficult to change. It’s even difficult to change in design [stages].

“The creative and the management and engineering are always working together very closely,” Brian says. “That way we’re able to keep an open mind with creativity and make changes as new ideas come to light [before it’s too late]. You can’t start moving walls in construction just because you have a new idea.”



IP IN THE PARKS

Bespoke ride storylines versus rides based on proven intellectual property is a very trendy (though likely exaggerated) example of the stereotypical loggerhead between creatives and execs with their eye on the bottom dollar. Some fans are obsessed with this—especially considering how much money Disney is about to infuse into new rides, lands, and attractions.

Despite some vocal fan criticism, Bob Iger (and subsequently his team of execs) unequivocally stated that new theme park additions will most likely be based on Disney-owned intellectual property and franchises,14 meaning no more new original storylines dreamed up by Imagineers, the likes of Big Thunder Mountain Railroad, Pirates of the Caribbean, and Haunted Mansion. Disney’s IP is beloved to be sure, but fans are wondering whether this is the right choice.

This received a frustrated response from many fans online. One Redditor argued succinctly that designing theme park rides with their own original themes made for better rides than those created when Imagineers are forced to conform to a storyline developed for television or film.

But former Imagineer Jon D. brings up a good point. “As far as Walt and how he developed this culture: obviously it’s a business. And especially in the early years, the focus wasn’t really on how to appease the fans, but how to engage the fans and have them involved with Disney’s product: feature films and animation and stories.” So a focus on the film-based IP may actually be baked into the ethos of even Walt’s original park.

“Basically,” continues Jon D, “Walt intimated ‘Here’s the story I had animators develop, and you [the guest] can visit and be on set,’ because it was all about being ‘on set.’ That’s still used now—how can we bring this experience to that guest in person? As [late Imagineer] Marty Sklar—the second coming of Walt—picked up the baton of EPCOT when Walt passed away, he continued to build the culture of ‘it’s all about the story and we’ve got to tell it right.’ ”

But the bottom line—at least for now, whether it would have been Walt’s vision or not—is that Disney Parks and their current leadership are all-in on established and future film-based intellectual property and franchises for any and all upcoming expansions, lands, and attractions.

“For quite a long time, new attractions and lands at the parks were based on, essentially, either very old IP or no IP—just an attraction,” noted Bob Iger at a recent communications conference, “and, starting really with Cars Land and Toy Story Land and a few others… we decided that almost all of our investment in the parks in terms of attractions and lands would be using that IP. And it’s very very clear what that delivered…. If you analyze carefully how we achieved those returns on invested capital in the parks, it was all about the IP.”

Let’s talk about the pristine artifact that is “Walt’s vision” for just a second. I run a media company where we interact with Disney fans every single day; and if you’re thinking that commenting on a Facebook post “Walt would be rolling in his grave,” every time Disney announces a change you don’t agree with is a new and innovative quip, let me assure you… it is not. The way that Disney fans experience and interact with change in the parks and in the company is a whole other book in and of itself, full of drama, intrigue, and passion. In Chapter 7, we jumped into it all a bit more thoroughly with how Disney Adults and social media affect Disney’s decisions. But how does today’s Walt Disney Company handle the difficult balance of change?

Josh D’Amaro, chairman of Disney Experiences—that arm of the company that oversees parks, cruise ships, travel, and consumer products—has been said to instruct today’s Imagineers and Disney execs to honor the heritage, but don’t let it hold you back. I interpret that to mean that while Walt’s vision is still sacred, it is not sacrosanct. Disney is evolving because if they don’t, they will cease to remain relevant. There are some in the company who believe that “What would Walt do?” must be upheld and used as a guiding force at all costs. But Walt has been dead for almost sixty years. He was a brilliant leader in his time, and I believe that many of his principles are still extremely valid—business best practices don’t actually change all that much over time—but Walt lived during a different time in history and during a different time in the evolution of The Walt Disney Company. There are no more typed-up lists of attractions to pull from. Today’s leaders are, for better or for worse, running a completely different company than the one Walt began more than a hundred years ago. Walt himself noted, “As long as there is imagination left in the world, Disneyland will never be complete.” Change is inevitable, and, indeed, required for survival. And if you’re picking and choosing Walt quotes to live by, I think that’s an excellent one.

If The Walt Disney Company didn’t grow, scale, globalize… if it didn’t exceed Walt’s vision and have to successfully set its own with a careful balance of creativity and practicality… it might not even be here.



PRICING

While some fans and employees are seeing some chinks in Disney’s armor, they might be willing to forgive and forget if it weren’t for the incessant price hikes. Like I said, I’ve paid $1,000 for a hotel room more times than I’d care to count. And I keep doing it. And so do other Disney fans. So much so that Disney is perfectly justified in charging those prices for what they’re selling.

That cast member posting on Reddit advises vehemently that if Disney fans want prices to drop, they have to stop going to Disney parks, buying Disney products, and justifying the costs. But although park attendance has been nearly flat, Disney is still posting higher profits year over year.

Disney parks prices grow significantly beyond the rate of inflation. Perks that used to be free before the 2020 closures, like their skip-the-line service and Disney World airport transportation, came back after the closures as paid options. Food prices bump up like clockwork twice every year. Hotel rooms steadily go up in price. Disney continues to build new hotel rooms, but they are all at the “luxury” price point and associated with Disney Vacation Club, the company’s profitable time-share program, allowing Disney to essentially “sell” their hotel rooms to members and then “rent” them out to guests at the same time.
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Former employee Mark S. recalls vividly when a new buzzword took over The Walt Disney Company in the early 2020s. “The word that we heard all the time was ‘yield.’I We can no longer sustain being a volume-based business. We want volume, but volume’s not the most important. It’s yield. We want 25 percent quarter over quarter.”

The goal makes infinite sense from a business perspective at any point, but especially for a theme park–dependent business in 2020. When Disney instituted a capacity cap in the parks during the COVID-19 pandemic years, they had to figure out how to increase revenue while serving fewer guests. And they did.

“Our continued focus on improving the guest experience through the use of our reservation system to purposely manage capacity versus simply increasing volume has the added benefit of improving yield and optimizing overall economics,” noted then-CFO Christine McCarthy in Disney’s 2022 Q3 Earnings Call. “So even while the average daily attendance at our domestic parks across the first three quarters of this fiscal year was slightly below 2019, we have delivered significantly higher revenue and operating income over that same time period.”

Disney has always been able to argue that no matter how pricey they make it, people keep coming. And that’s very true. But will that continue forever? Countless guests have claimed they’re being “priced out” of Disney vacations. “The target audience of Disney is lower to middle class on average. Unfortunately, Disney theme parks are becoming more unaffordable for this segment,”15 notes one market analysis study. Will Disney slowly pigeonhole their audience into just the upper classes? As more people want to go to Disney parks when the parks only have so many hotel rooms to fit them all, will this become solely a luxury brand?
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Disney has to move forward; it has to change and evolve, grow and succeed to survive. But Disney is also a de facto caretaker of millions of memories that shape the lives of its customers, and you have to keep your customers satisfied if they’re going to keep coming back. It’s checks and balances: Disney moves toward the future, and the fans push back in areas they’re passionate about, demanding a dedication to the heritage and history of the company—the Disney they fell in love with and the quality they believe they deserve.

When you have fans who care this much, this deeply, about your decisions, it will always be a perilous push-pull to get to a collaborative success. But may I posit a theory that Disney Adults aren’t just fighting to return to their preferred iteration, their decade of Disneydom with its rides and its movies and its characters? Maybe Disney fans demand a voice because—overtly or subconsciously—we know how influential Disney actually is. We know that this company—possibly more than any other—will shape the values, mores, politics, ethics, and personalities of generations to come.

“Disney is perhaps the most successful culture factory the world has ever known,”16 notes an Economist article, and that truth invites some serious discussion about how much power we as consumers have allocated to this media giant. Disney has affected the fabric of society for more than a hundred years. They’ve influenced our morality and theories of good and bad and right and wrong. In the Disney Adults survey on which I collaborated with journalist Amelia Tait, when we asked respondents to discuss which of their perceptions they felt Disney had influenced, 49.6 percent responded that Disney had affected their perceptions of love and romance, and 62.7 percent said Disney had a role in how they understand dreams and aspirations. But Disney was also confirmed by respondents as influencing their perceptions of social issues (18.4 percent), beauty (25.9 percent), racial issues (7.8 percent), LGBTQ issues (5.1 percent), and politics (4 percent).

“Disney has such a grasp on consumers over the entire course of their life,” notes former Disney employee Mark S., “and that’s very rare.” Disney is currently building retirement communities to ensure they can maintain their consumer even longer. Of the 1,315 Disney Adults we surveyed, 91.3 percent said they believed they would be Disney Adults until they died.
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The Walt Disney Company has become so embedded in our societal, cultural, and historical norms that most of us don’t even notice how blurred the boundaries have become. But they’re not done. Imagineers and animators are, right now, creating the next round of classics that your great-grandkids will be watching on repeat while their little soft spots are healing and their personalities are being knitted. Disney is filing the patents for technology that will alter entertainment as we know it. They’re deciding what morality and societal norms will look like in twenty, thirty, forty years based on what ends up on the cutting-room floor at Walt Disney Studios.

And we’re not just talking about teaching kids to be kind and that you should treat others the way you’d like to be treated. As our society grapples with environmental issues (WALL-E), technology and artificial intelligence (The Creator), LGBTQ representation (Strange World, Lightyear), and other controversial topics, Disney’s storytelling is a key influence for our society on how we should interact with divisive ideas. They’re developing the intellectual property that will play a central role for upcoming generations in the same way that Disney Princesses, Star Wars, Marvel, the Muppets, and Mickey Mouse anchor ours.

I cannot stress this enough. The effects of Disney’s choices are not temporary. And Disney Adults have always had the opportunity—through purchasing power and now through social media—to “fight for quality.”
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The Disney fan community, including Disney Adults, will likely continue to grow. The U.S. fertility rate hit an all-time low in 2023, and the number of childless adults under fifty who stated they were unlikely to have kids rose 10 percentage points.17 But despite the lack of children, we’re seeing an increasing number of adults claim childlike pursuits—Legos, toy collecting, consuming media primarily created for teens and tweens—as primary hobbies. Kidults are becoming more widely accepted in society and growing as a market segment, and many second- and third-generation Disney parks fans are growing up and shamelessly keeping the company front and center in their lifestyles.

Coupled with this community growth, the social media influence will also gain ground over the coming decades. The power of social media has been consistently proven, and it has both expanded the Disney Adult community and given the fandom a louder and more public voice than ever before. As future generations harness the current and upcoming platforms to spread information and propaganda, they will have the power to both deliver and distract from positive change. And as diverse as it is—spanning the spectrum in politics, belief systems, abilities and disabilities, cultures, and economics—the community could effect change both inside and outside The Walt Disney Company.

The Disney fan community has done so much good in the form of supporting one another, providing a soft place to land for those of us who don’t fit anywhere else, and genuinely approaching life from a place of joy and playfulness while striving for kindness and positivity. And though social media wreaks havoc, it also crushes gatekeepers and gives a voice to the voiceless. While the massive army of Disney Adults is evangelizing daily for the cult of Disney, they’re also pushing back in some important areas and creating a strong impact on the company itself. With an opportunity for checks and balances via the megaphones of social media and journalism, the Disney Adult army can be a force for positive change within the community and beyond. But as we all know, “with great power comes great responsibility.” This is both the gift and the curse of the Disney Adult in the decades to come.

Disney fans are one of the loudest, most demanding, and most obsessive fandoms in the world, and thank God for that. This incredible community is passionate, generous, and painfully in love, and, above all, they demand excellence. As Walt Disney advised, they fight for quality—whatever the word “quality” means to them. And honestly, Disney, what more could you want?



	I. Yield = the percentage of revenue earned compared to the maximum achievable revenue.
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Disney Adults are criticized for using their hobby, sometimes their obsession, to escape reality and avoid responsibilities. Like King Ludwig II, they’re accused of bricking themselves into a dreamworld that stunts them and makes them incapable of handling real life. And despite the very real potential for that to happen, many of us actually use our happy place, our safe space, to wrestle with realities that sometimes feel too big to endure.

When my friend had just been diagnosed with cancer and we decided to take our previously booked Disney World trip to get away from the reality of what she was facing, we soon realized that escape was impossible. As much as anyone wants to think that a Disney World trip makes your problems go away, that’s not how it works. It’s a distraction, but not an eraser. So our trip didn’t make everything better, but it did accomplish something unexpected. It allowed us to tackle her reality from a place that we considered safe and joyful… and a little bit magical. And just like a spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down, being at Disney World during this momentous experience gave us the rest and distance we needed to put the news into perspective. We didn’t escape reality or our responsibilities. We used a safe space to determine the best way to endure and, ultimately, live through what life had thrown her way.

My dear friend Craig shares a similar experience: “Disney World used to feel like an escape to me. But when reality hit me in Disney World, it hit hard. Harder than it would in the real world because I had hidden myself away in a place I believed was impenetrable, the absolute safest place I could be.

“I learned while standing on Main Street in Magic Kingdom that a close friend had passed away. Not long after, I found out, while I was in EPCOT, that my grandma had died. And surprisingly, it was the perfect place for me to process these losses. EPCOT has always been my favorite park, a place filled with memories of my grandma, a place where I have always felt safe. The familiarity of it, combined with the memories we shared, helped ground me, in a moment where there’s nothing more real or final than the death of a loved one. The fantasy of Disney no longer felt like an escape, it felt like a comforting embrace that facilitated the acceptance of painful reality.”

Despite Disney being a fantasy, a vice, and an escape, real life can and does find you everywhere. Craig recalls, “I remember leaning against a rock formation outside the queue for Enchanted Tales with Belle [in Magic Kingdom] when a young woman nearby received a phone call. She learned that her father had died. Her grief was immediate, violent, and loud. Everyone around her turned their attention toward her, holding space for her in silence. It was October 1, 2021, the fiftieth anniversary of Walt Disney World. The park was packed, and the energy was already beyond heightened. Earlier that morning, there had even been a fistfight over the last limited edition Starbucks tumbler. For the hundred or so people around this young woman, emotions peaked as we shared this moment. She experienced the ultimate collision of real life with the fantasy world Disney offers.

“I think about her often. I think about all the people who find real life crashing into them at Disney World—a place meant to shield us from that, but sometimes becomes the perfect place to find comfort instead.”

Critics may accuse Disney Adults of never “growing up.” But most Disney Adults will tell you that being a Disney fan has no bearing on our ability to live productive lives and face reality. Instead, we’ll tell you that being a Disney fan has given us joy, a community, and a safe place to land so that we can put the real world into even greater perspective. It’s allowed us to play and have fun—with our families, our kids, our partners, and our friends—in ways that the world tells grown-ups they shouldn’t. And, perhaps most importantly, it’s given many of us a place to finally belong, despite the rest of the world telling us otherwise.

So my sincere thanks goes out to this community—my fellow Disney Adults. You have made me and so many others in our ranks feel welcomed, lovable and loved, and that we’re enough. Here, we’re accepted in ways so many of us have never been before.

Disney fan and storytelling consultant Alletta Cooper shared this of her experience on the Galactic Starcruiser, which I think is reflective of how so many of us feel in the Disney community: “Having the experience of feeling like the people around you want to hear what you have to say and that you are an important part of the story when that is not a thing you may experience in your day-to-day life at work or at home—knowing that that feeling is possible for me in life was transformative.

“I have been told my entire life that I’m too much, so I’ve worked really hard to make myself small. But there, I was never too much.”

As a Disney Adult, feeling that way—and making others feel that way—is worth all the criticism in the world.
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Writing a book is really hard—much harder than I expected—and it includes a whole culture-shock thing that I wasn’t quite prepared for. So a crate of ripe strawberries and fresh cream should be delivered immediately to my agents and their support team at Folio Literary Management: Steve Troha, Jamie Chambliss, and John Jardin, who held my hand and saved my sanity more times than I can count. And a huge thank-you to Beth Harbison, who dedicated her summer and extensive skill to transcribing, researching, drafting, and generally just calming me down.

Natasha Simons, how can I possibly thank you? You have made my dreams come true with this opportunity, and the fact that you are just as much of a Disney Adult as I am made this the funnest possible foray into writing a book I could ever imagine. You are an exquisite editor; I don’t know how you so kindly and gently massage your authors into producing text that is so much better than what they originally wrote, but you are a master at doing so. THANK YOU × infinity for giving me the job of a lifetime, and for helping me be a better writer. I’ll see you at Nomad.

And again with the hand-holding and helpful guidance, I am eternally grateful to the team at Simon & Schuster who are so painstakingly efficient and organized that even I, an inveterate Virgo, am awestruck. Thank you, Clara Linhoff, Rick Willett, Christine Masters, Caroline Pallotta, Emily Arzeno, and Angel Musyimi.

Thank you to my best friend, Heather, who makes sure that I never take anything too seriously and is the only person in the world who can force me to have fun. And thank you to Dave and Jeffrey, who helped shape the narrative over the years.

And of course, the biggest barrel of thanks goes to my husband, Charles, and my son, J-W. Charles has always believed in me more than I ever believed in myself, thank goodness. And my sweet (and brilliant) son has been a constant source of inspiration and has extended endless amounts of patience during this whole book thing. Thank you.






ARE YOU A DISNEY ADULT?

TAKE THIS QUIZ TO FIND OUT!

What’s the best way to spend an afternoon?


	Walking in the park

	Shopping

	Catching up on emails

	Watching Disney ride-through videos on YouTube while critiquing people’s seat belt buckling techniques



How do you celebrate anniversaries?


	A weekend trip away

	A special dinner at your favorite restaurant

	Writing heartfelt cards

	Re-creating the EPCOT International Food & Wine Festival in your backyard with tiny portions and a “Drinking Around the World” challenge



What’s your preferred mode of transportation?


	Car

	Bike

	Walking

	Disney Skyliner, but if unavailable, I’ll settle for the Monorail



How do you prepare for a road trip?


	Download a playlist

	Pack snacks

	Print directions

	Program the GPS to play the route audio from Spaceship Earth, so I can feel like I’m traveling through the history of communication



What’s your morning routine?


	Coffee and news

	Yoga and meditation

	A quick jog

	Scanning my MagicBand at the fridge and wondering why it won’t open



What’s your ideal Friday night?


	Dinner at a nice restaurant

	Drinks with friends

	Movie night at home

	Watching fireworks on my phone while standing in my living room yelling, “Happily Ever After!”



How do you handle a cold winter night?


	Stay inside and cozy up with a blanket

	Make hot cocoa and relax by the fire

	Put on a warm sweater and stay comfy

	Wear my Disney Christmas sweater and watch The Nightmare Before Christmas, debating with myself whether it’s a Halloween or Christmas movie



What’s your reaction when someone brings up Star Wars?


	“I like the movies”

	“I’ve seen them all”

	“Isn’t that the one with Yoda?”

	“Do you have a black kyber crystal from Dok-Ondar’s?”



What do you do when someone says, “I’ve never been to Disney”?


	Say, “Oh, you should check it out sometime”

	Mention it’s fun for the whole family

	Say, “It’s pretty magical”

	Give them a twenty-minute lecture on why they need to go, complete with personalized itinerary suggestions and an infographic you have saved on your phone of how Lightning Lanes work



What’s your response when someone asks about your last vacation?


	“I went to the beach”

	“I did a staycation”

	“I visited family”

	“I did four parks in one day, and let me tell you exactly how I pulled it off”



How do you introduce yourself in icebreaker games?


	“Hi, I’m [Name], I work in [Industry]”

	“Hi, I’m [Name], and I’m from [City]”

	“Hi, I’m [Name], and I love movies”

	“Hi, I’m [Name], and I’ve been to Disney World seventeen times—ask me anything”



What’s your go-to accessory when heading out?


	A nice watch or jewelry

	Sunglasses

	A stylish bag

	My limited-edition popcorn bucket I wear as a purse



How do you pass the time on the subway?


	Listen to music or a podcast

	Read the advertisements

	Scroll through my phone

	Announce “¡Por favor manténganse alejado de las puertas!” at each stop to keep everyone safe



How do you decorate your home for the holidays?


	Traditional holiday decorations

	A winter wonderland theme

	Minimalistic, with just a tree

	Full Disney-themed tree with Mickey ornaments, and dressed as Mickey when I put the star on top





ANSWERS

If you chose “d” for, like, any of these… or even considered choosing “d” for any of these… you’re a Disney Adult. It’s pretty obvious.
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IMAGE DESCRIPTIONS

Description 1: A flowchart titled “Are You a Disney Adult?” It begins with the question, “Have you ever waited in a long line just to meet a character, even as an adult?” If the answer is No, the flowchart states, “You haven’t yet experienced the joy of hugging Mickey,” and the user is categorized as an Aspiring Disney Adult. If the answer is Yes, the next question asks, “Do you chuckle to yourself when someone asks where to find the ‘Harry Potter ride’ in Disney World?” Answering No leads to the statement, “You might kindly redirect them to Universal, but really, you’re dying inside,” and the user is categorized as an Aspiring Disney Adult. If the answer is Yes, the next question is, “Do you consider ‘queue design’ when ranking your favorite rides?” If No, the flowchart says, “You still think it’s just about the ride itself,” and the user is categorized as an Aspiring Disney Adult. If the answer is Yes, the next question is, “Do you know the smell of Pirates of the Caribbean water and miss it when you’re not at the park?” If No, it leads to the statement, “It’s bromine. Look it up,” and the user is categorized as Disney Adult Beginner Status. If the answer is Yes, the next question is, “Do you feel a rush of pride when you explain the ‘hidden Mickeys’ concept to someone who’s never heard of it (and probably didn’t ask)?” If the answer is No, the flowchart states, “You’ve probably just seen a couple by accident,” and the user is categorized as Disney Adult Beginner Status. If the answer is Yes, the chart states, “You’re a Disney Adult, and an expert detective,” and poses the next question, “Do you have an annual pass, and have the cost labeled ‘therapy’ in your budget spreadsheet?” If the answer is No, the user is categorized as Disney Adult Beginner Status. If the answer is Yes, the chart states, “You are a Disney Adult and fiscally responsible,” and poses the next question, “Do you have Disney-themed kitchen items, like mugs, plates, or spatulas?” If the answer is No, the chart states, “You still prefer your kitchenware to be free of mouse ears,” and the user is labeled as Disney Adult Intermediate Status. If the answer is Yes, the chart states, “You know that mobile ordering is basically a superpower,” and poses the next question, “Do you feel an odd sense of power when you can perfectly time when to get in line for a ride, knowing the crowd patterns better than some cast members?” If the answer is No, the user is categorized as Disney Adult Intermediate Status. If the answer is Yes, the chart states, “I’m getting the feeling you’re a Disney Adult…” and poses the next question, “Do you get a secret thrill when a park newbie doesn’t know how to use mobile ordering, and you effortlessly swoop in with your seasoned expertise?” If the answer is No, the user is labeled as Disney Adult Intermediate Status. If the answer is Yes, the next question is, “Have you ever given a lecture about how to properly use the Rider Switch system to people who didn’t ask?” If the answer is No, the user is labeled as Disney Adult Intermediate Status. If the answer is Yes, the chart states, “You’re definitely a Disney Adult,” and the next question is, “Do you know the exact difference between the Disneyland churro and the Disney World churro?” If the answer is No, the user is labeled as Disney Adult Intermediate Status. If the answer is Yes, the user is labeled as Disney Adult MASTER Status. BACK.

Description 2: A chart titled “Motivations Behind Playing Online Games.” The categories are arranged in a circular format to emphasize their interconnectedness, with each one further broken down into subcategories. Under Achievement, the subcategories include Advancement, which focuses on Progress, Power, Accumulation, and Status; Mechanics, which involves Numbers, Optimization, Templating, and Analysis; and Competition, which includes Challenging Others, Provocation, and Domination. The Social category comprises Socializing, which involves Casual Chat, Helping Others, and Making Friends; Relationship, which is broken down into Personal, Self-Disclosure, and Find & Give Support; and Teamwork, which emphasizes Collaboration, Groups, and Group Achievements. The Immersion category includes Discovery, involving Exploration, Lore, and Finding Hidden Things; Role-Playing, which focuses on Story Line, Character History, Roles, and Fantasy; Customization, which involves Appearances, Accessories, Style, and Color Schemes; and Escapism, which has the subcategories Relax, Escape from RL, and Avoid RL Problems. BACK.

Description 3: <html> A  Venn diagram titled “What Makes Disney Addictive?” The top circle is labeled Nick Yee and includes the categories Mechanics and Competition. The bottom circle is labeled <i>LA Times</i> and includes the label Nostalgia. The overlapping section in the center lists: Escapism, Discovery, Immersion, Achievement, and Influence. </html> BACK.

Description 4: A pie chart titled “Your First Disney Experience.” The chart is divided into five segments, each labeled with a percentage and a corresponding age range or category. The largest segment, “As a Baby,” occupies 33 percent of the chart. The second-largest segment, “Between 2 and 5 years,” accounts for 21 percent. The “As a Toddler” segment takes up 19 percent. The segment “Between 5 and 10 years” covers 18 percent. The smallest segment, labeled “Other,” represents 10 percent. BACK.

Description 5: A line plot titled “Mickey Bar Pricing Evolution.” The vertical axis represents the price in dollars, ranging from 2 to 7 in increments of 1. The horizontal axis represents the years, spanning from 2010 to 2024 in increments of 2 years. A single green line represents the price trend. The line starts below 3 dollars in 2010 and rises steadily over the years. By 2014, the price reaches around 4 dollars, and by 2018, it surpasses 5 dollars. The growth slows slightly after 2020, with the price stabilizing at just over 6 dollars by 2022 and remaining relatively constant through 2024. BACK.

Description 6: A bar chart titled “Percentage of Adults Without Children Meeting Disney Characters.” The categories and their respective percentages are as follows: Percentage of Total Were Adults Without Children (Average) at 23 percent, Percentage Meeting Buzz Lightyear at 42 percent, Percentage Meeting Pluto at 36 percent, and Percentage Meeting Donald at 39 percent. BACK.

Description 7: A chart titled “Entities Owned by The Walt Disney Company.” The chart depicts Disney’s ownership structure, starting with a large circle labeled Disney. Three branches extend from Disney, each representing different levels of ownership. The first branch, labeled 100 Percent Ownership, connects to a list of entities fully owned by Disney: The Muppets, Fox Entertainment Assets, ABC, Marvel Entertainment, Winnie the Pooh, BAMTech Media, Pixar, and Lucasfilm. The second branch, labeled 80 Percent Ownership, connects to ESPN. The third branch, labeled 67 Percent Ownership, connects to Hulu. A note below this branch reads, “Pending deal to acquire remaining 33 percent stake,” indicating Disney’s intention to fully acquire Hulu. BACK.

Description 8: A line plot titled “Disney World Park Ticket Prices Versus Inflation.” The chart compares the rise in Disney World ticket prices to inflation. It features two lines: a green line for ticket prices and a red line for inflation. The vertical axis on the left shows prices in dollars from 0 to 140 in increments of 20. The horizontal axis at the bottom shows years from 1971 to 2020 in 5- to 9-year intervals. The green line starts near 5 dollars in 1971 and rises steeply to over 120 dollars by 2020. The red line starts at a similar point but increases slowly and steadily, reaching just over 20 dollars by 2020. It shows ticket prices rising much faster than inflation over the 49-year period. BACK.

Description 9: A line plot titled “Disney World Snack Prices Versus Inflation.” The chart compares price increases of two Disney World snacks, Dole Whip and the Mickey Pretzel, to actual inflation from 2014 to 2024. The vertical axis represents percentage increase, ranging from 0 to 60 percent in increments of 10 percent. The horizontal axis represents years, spanning from 2014 to 2024. Three lines are plotted, all beginning at 0% in 2014: a dark green line for Dole Whip, rising steeply to almost 50 percent by 2019, and leveling off at 58 percent by 2024; a light green line for the Mickey Pretzel, increasing steadily to just over 30 percent by 2019, and reaching 42 percent by 2024; and a red line for actual inflation, rising gradually to about 15 percent by 2019, and ending at 32 percent by 2024. The graph shows snack prices significantly outpaced inflation, with Dole Whip having the highest increase. BACK.

Description 10: A bar chart titled “Which of Their Perceptions Were Influenced by Disney, According to Disney Adult Respondents.” Dreams & Aspirations leads at 63 percent, followed by Love and Romance at 50 percent. Beauty comes next at 26 percent, then Social Issues at 18 percent, Racial Issues at 8 percent, LGBTQ+ Issues at 5 percent, and Politics at 4 percent. BACK.
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