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Case Objectives and Use

The purpose of this case is to introduce students to the concepts and role of corporate governance in the publicly traded company. It is designed for supplementary use with a text chapter or other material outlining the foundation of the corporate governance systems of public companies. The case is structured to allow students the opportunity to uncover and assess potential governance issues. It is organized chronologically, following Michael Eisner and Disney through several significant governance-related situations over a twenty-year period. The case can serve as the basis for short or extensive case assignments and/or class discussion. It is appropriate for undergraduate, graduate, and executive courses in strategic management, leadership, and corporate governance. 

Case Synopsis
Michael Eisner joined the Walt Disney Company in 1984, just after the venerated icon of American animated culture was the target of a hostile takeover. Over the next twenty years, Eisner would lead the company through a remarkable transformation during a period of rapid industry change. Disney’s revenues would grow from $1.5 billion to over $30 billion, the number of employees from 28,000 to over 125,000, and the firm’s stock appreciate of some 1,600 percent. At the heart of the company remained Disney’s animated film unit. Under Eisner’s revitalization, Disney churned out such hits as “The Lion King” and “Aladdin”, fell into decline, and, with partner Pixar, transitioned animated film making into the digital age with films such as “Toy Story” and “Finding Nemo”. 

In a paradox, this remarkable performance occurred in a company whose corporate governance practices were repeatedly labelled as among the worst in corporate America. This case chronicles the entry of Eisner at Disney and his growth of the firm while emphasizing governance issues. The case begins in 1984 with the hiring of Eisner, ending in 2006 with Disney’s acquisition of Pixar. Along the way are Eisner’s multi-million dollar compensation structure, the hiring and exit of top executives Jeffrey Katzenberg and Michael Ovitz (and their lawsuits against the firm), an unsolicited takeover attempt by Comcast, shareholder and director revolts, director changes, Eisner’s eventual exit, and Steve Jobs joining Disney’s board as the company’s largest shareholder.

The author developed the case for class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of the situation.  The case, instructor’s manual, and synopsis were anonymously peer reviewed and accepted by the North American Case Research Association (NACRA) for its annual meeting, October 19-21, 2006, San Diego, CA.  All rights are reserved to the author and NACRA.  © 2006 by Steve Gove. Contact person: Steve Gove, Management / Marketing Department, University of Dayton, MH 713, 300 College Park, Dayton, OH  45469-2271, 937-229-2239, gove@udayton.edu.
