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What is even more remarkable is 
that founder Elon Musk seems to be as 
successful in all his other businesses, be 
it Tesla or SolarCity, implying he may 
have found a miracle recipe to break 
through markets where incumbents—
be they defense and space conglomer-
ates, car manufacturers or energy 
companies—have traditionally crushed 
potentially disruptive entrants. 

So what could this miracle recipe be? 
Years ago, I was a consultant to 

a European startup that wanted to 
revive the old Zeppelin’s rigid airship 
design on a large scale for multiple 
applications, from freight transport 
to luxury passenger cruises. At first 
glance, the idea was appealing, to bring 
back to life a proven technology to of-
fer an environment-friendly, safe, eco-
nomical and versatile mode of trans-
portation that could help alleviate road 
and airport congestion in the busiest 
parts of Europe. Yet the venture never 
took off beyond preliminary studies. 

In hindsight, four main reasons stand 
out: lack of resources, lack of talent, no 
“system approach” and no “dream” to 
connect with. Just reverse those causes 
for failure and you possibly get Elon 
Musk’s recipe for success. The first two, 
while obvious, are not easy to get. Not 
everybody can start a company with 
lots of cash and has the charisma and 
self-confidence to attract top talent. 

The third one relates to the theory 
of disruptive innovation: as a new 
entrant, it is extremely hard to disrupt 

SpaceX’s recently won $2.6 billion contract to supply 
NASA with a crew transport capsule is a major milestone. 

SpaceX will become the first private company to launch as-
tronauts into space, 12 years after its creation and six years 
after being on the brink of collapse. This is a remarkable turn-
around and achievement. 

When Musk  
Meets Disney 
SpaceX’s recipe for success comes straight  
out of Walt Disney’s playbook 

between the dream and reality. In that 
respect, Musk’s approach strikes me as 
similar to one used by another great cre-
ator and businessman of his time: Walt 
Disney. He embodied the ability to create 
stunning products and a highly success-
ful business by starting with a dream 
and then applying a systematic and 
powerful creative process (“storyboard-
ing”) to make this dream a reality. 

One of the major elements of 
Disney’s unique genius was his ability 
to explore things from three different 
perspectives—the dreamer’s, the real-
ist’s and the spoiler’s—and to build a 
storyboard by exploiting each perspec-
tive iteratively. Musk seems to have 
been doing just that. 

The dreamer asks “why not?” and sets 
the dream goal. Why not save humanity 
by extending its footprint to other plan-
ets? Let’s send humans to Mars. 

The realist asks “how?” How can we 
send humans to Mars repeatedly and 
economically? By having reusable space 
vehicles, which can reduce the cost of 
spaceflight by two orders of magnitude. 

The spoiler asks “yes, but . . . what 
about?” What about Newton’s third 
law or Tsiolkovsky’s equation that tell 
us the room for improving a rocket’s 
payload fraction is extremely limited? 
What about the huge financial resources 
needed along the way to achieve the 
necessary technological breakthroughs? 
How can we keep the cash flowing in? By 
going where the space money is: satellite 
launches and transport to the ISS. 

 This ability to take these different 
perspectives goes a long way toward 
explaining Walt Disney’s success. As 
one of his animators noted, “. . . there 
were actually three different Walts: the 
dreamer, the realist and the spoiler. 
You never knew which one was coming 
into your meeting.” I suspect there are 
also three Elons, and that whenever he 
enters a meeting, no one knows which 
one is coming either.

So while connecting the entertain-
ment world with the space industry 
may seem far-fetched, when it comes 
to great achievements, the application 
matters less than the spirit with which 
one approaches the challenge. In that 
respect, Musk could well make Disney’s 
welcoming words his own: “Here you 
leave today, and enter the world of yes-
terday, tomorrow and fantasy.” c

an industry like space or road trans-
portation without creating a whole new 
eco-system of your own, simply because 
there are too many vested interests in 
the existing one. No established space 
player wants to hear it is possible to 
reduce the price of launchers by 75%. It 
is better to keep pushing incremental 
innovations within the same business 
model. Musk understood and therefore 
created his own eco-system, designing 
his own rocket, vertically integrating his 
design and production, and acquiring his 
own test range.  

Finally the fourth success factor: 
having a dream to connect to and, as 
importantly, a process to bridge the gap 
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Walt Disney (left) and NASA rocket 
designer Wernher von Braun, seen in 
1954, collaborated on educational 
films about space exploration.


