
66    ViViD MAGAZINE • SEPTEMBER 2008

SEPTEMBER SAGE ADVICE

INSIDE THE 
MIND OF 

WING 
CHAO

By June A. Chow •Photographs courtesy 
of Wing Chao



ViViD MAGAZINE • SEPTEMBER 2008   67 

Wing Chao is certainly no 
stranger to prescience and 
innovation. As Vice Chairman 
of Asia Pacific Development 
for Walt Disney Parks and 

Resorts and Executive Vice-President of 
Walt Disney Imagineering, Chao plays a 
pivotal role in expanding Disney’s theme 
park presence in Asia and overseeing 
the planning, design and research and 
development arm for the entertainment 
giant.

In his thirty-plus years with Disney, Chao 
has been at the helm of such endeavors 
as designing the fully-themed, 83,000-
ton Disney cruise ships and administering 
the planning and negotiation for the 
company’s first international theme park in 
Japan, Tokyo Disneyland, as well as Hong 
Kong Disneyland and Disneyland Paris 

Resort in Paris, France.

An architecture major with degrees from UC Berkeley 
and Harvard University, Wing Chao has been able to 
blend his formal education with his business acumen 
to create a variety of Disney landmarks, including 
restaurants, resort hotels, retail shops and golf courses 
that are all consistent with the company’s theme-
based approach and story-telling philosophy.

Here, ViViD gains an in-depth look at the 
accomplishments of this dynamic mastermind.

JC: Tell us a little about your background. How did you 
get started with Disney?
WC: I was graduating from Harvard Graduate School 
of Design, and [Disney had] sent representatives to 
the school to interview potential cast members. I 
spoke with the interviewer, who was a consultant 
architect for Disney. He spoke to about 15 students 
and narrowed it down to 3, and then there was a 
second interview in New York. Disney at the time was 
pretty small, and they didn’t have enough people to 
interview, so Disney hired this architect who was doing 
the master planning work for Walt Disney World in 
Florida. I was told that I was selected as the guy for 

the company, but I still didn’t know which company 
this was!

All he said was that the position was for a large 
land developer in central Florida doing recreational 
commercial development and looking for an in-
house architect and planner. Then I found out it was 
Walt Disney World….then I was like, Wow, how nice! 
But I already had 4 other job offers, so I had a lot to 
think about. After graduation, I eventually decided 
to take the job….even without seeing the place. I 
tried to request two months vacation but was told 
that they needed me to start right away. By then, 
Disney was already very successful. It was the #1 
tourist destination….so….that’s how I got started with 
Walt Disney Company! I was eventually transferred to 
Glendale, California where Walt Disney Imagineering’s 
headquarters are.

JC: So you’ve had 30-some years with Disney then?
WC: Yes….how times flies, huh? [laughs]

JC: What is the most exhilarating thing about working 
for Disney? What do you enjoy most about what you 
do?
WC: We’re lucky to work at Walt Disney Imagineering, 
because we’re always challenged by management 
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to come up with new ideas and concepts 
for various products, projects and different 
geographic locations, or even a floating resort 
like a cruise ship which will go to different 
places. Working here is almost like a new day 
every day. We’re always thinking of ways to 
improve upon things. You can’t get bored here!

Even with something large-scale like a cruise 
ship, which will carry 4000 passengers and 1250 
crew members….it’s literally a floating city. So 
we really have to think about how to entertain 
our guests while they’re cruising, and make 
sure they’re well-taken care of…. how they can 
have fun on the sun deck….and in the evening, 
how we can turn the sun deck into a place of 
fun, partying and celebration for families…..
all different age groups, really. So the key thing 
is….everything we do at Disney has a story, 
where you are immersed into the story, whether 
you are in a stateroom, restaurant or theme 
park….everything has a story behind the design. 
That’s why our products are so different from 
other people’s creations.

JC: What were some of the challenges you 
faced developing Disney outside of the U.S.? 
WC: We try to do a lot of research into 
countries’ cultures and histories to make sure 
we understand the audience, our guests…..
what are their vacation habits, the type of food 
they like to eat. We celebrate local customs 
as well….Chinese New Year in Hong Kong, for 
example. We celebrate local culture, but we 
also introduce Disney and American culture. 
Halloween, for instance, is really big in Hong 
Kong. One thing we notice is that everywhere 
we go, people want Disney. Even if we didn’t 
take our products overseas, people would 
always come visit here in the U.S.. Our products 
are truly international. Each year we entertain 
over 100 million guests in the 11 theme parks 
we have. And as a company, we need to put 
our ears to the ground to understand each 
culture’s likes and dislikes. As you know, the best 
way to measure Disney is through repeat visitors. 

Year after year, we want to attract not only new 
guests, but also repeat visitors.

JC: Describe the most rewarding project you 
have been involved with. Why did this project 
stand out as being particularly satisfying? 
WC: That’s a tough question. I think each project 
has its own different [kind of] satisfaction. 
Thinking back to what a former chairman said, 
“The reward is seeing the guests’ reactions.” 
Their reactions toward certain spaces we create. 
We just opened the Tokyo Disneyland Hotel, 
with a 7-story atrium lobby. I sat in the lobby 
and watched people’s reactions, their jaws wide 
open….it’s our job to make people happy. 
It’s always gratifying to see these reactions in 
different ways. Whenever I have time, I try to 
walk around the parks to look at the reactions 
and also talk to the guests. I always ask which 
parts they don’t like so we can make it better. 
I want to get feedback….it’s a continuous 
process….create a good product and make it 
better for the next time.

JC: How do you spend your free time? Do you 
have any favorite hobbies or pastimes?
WC: [laughs] Well, we do work long hours! I 
enjoy movies, sports, exercise, and reading a lot. 
But ever since I was young, I’ve always enjoyed 
movies. I even thought about becoming an 
actor! At least I joined a movie company, just 
not in front of the camera! I also enjoy good 
restaurants, like every Chinese person does, I 
guess.

JC: What qualities or traits do you look for in 
people when considering key players for your 
management team?
WC: We’re looking for talent and open-
mindedness. One thing that’s great about 
Disney Imagineering is that we have people 
from different disciplines….over 140 different 
professionals, including writers, architects, 
engineers, special effects people, etc. We 
tend to work in teams. No idea is a bad idea. 
We have Blue Sky (brainstorm) sessions, and 

everyone always speaks up, no matter how 
long they’ve been with the company or on a 
certain project. We like to hear all ideas, shake 
them up a bit and then start putting constraints. 
Eventually you have to set a time schedule for 
the project. It’s a matter of attitude…we are the 
idea lab for Disney, so we’re constantly searching 
for the best ideas. I think George Bernard Shaw 
said it best: “Most people see things as they are 
and ask why. We try to dream of things as they 
never were and ask why not.” Even Walt Disney 
himself had the same philosophy….he had a 
quote, “It’s fun to do the impossible.”

JC: How would you characterize your leadership 
style? What kinds of personalities do you feel 
complement this style?
WC: I think that we all work well as a team. 
I’ve [gathered] along the way since joining the 
company that you have to work your way up, 
so you study and learn a lot about people. 
We encourage people to drum out ideas….
we encourage an environment where people 
can speak up. We tend to provide the working 
environment where people can communicate 
and discuss. Collectively, we can provide much 
better solutions. A good leader is a good listener 
and facilitator. 

JC: Why do you think the Disney brand appeals 
so strongly in many parts of the world? Have you 
ever been involved in a development effort with 
Disney where things didn’t go so well? What 
happened?
WC: We are so blessed that our movies, 
products and theme parks have served so many 
people. Of course, certain products have been 
[hampered] by technical issues and computer 
glitches. But since we are trying to improve 
what we create….we have to feel the pulse of 
the general public. We do a lot of research and 
surveys to make sure we cater to the families. 
Disney himself did this as well. We do things not 
only for children, but for the adults as well. Why 
would adults like this? Because adults are just 
children grown up! Many times, it’s the adults 
who don’t want to leave the park at night! 
They are having so much fun, and they get 
emotionally attached to our stories. Hopefully 
they can leave their realistic world behind and 
enter into a magical world. That’s why we’re 
the happiest place on earth. All the details, 
the music, the architecture and the colors are 
working on your visual sensories….and we’re 
constantly trying to make this even better.

JC: What might we expect to see out of Disney 
Parks and Resorts and Disney Imagineering over 
the next five to ten years?
WC: We have many things on our drawing 
boards. Our leaders are constantly looking for 
growth opportunities. That’s why I said earlier 
that it’s so much fun to work here. We are the 
largest entertainment company in the world. 
We’re always looking for new and exciting 
venues.

JC: What advice do you have for someone who 
might want to follow in your footsteps?
WC: Oh my gosh! I’d like to speak modestly 
here….I’m still learning every day. I still try 
and improve my skills daily. For those who 
are interested in becoming an Imagineer, for 
example, we are not just one division. We have 
so many talented people from different fields. I 
think the key here is to have passion and strong 
interest. A strong dedication to creating products 
that make people happy.


