
Pixar is the world’s leading computer animation studio. On the back of its box offices successes, such as Toy Story (1995) and Finding Nemo (2003), it was bought by Walt Disney studios – already a film-making partner – in 2006 in a deal worth over US$7 billion. Yet Pixar remained an independent entity, true to its own principles of creative enterprise.

Pixar believes that creativity is not about single original ideas; it’s a collaborative effort made by a community of people who trust and get on with each other. Movies contain thousands of ideas – about characters, sets, dialogue, lighting, pacing – and each participant must contribute suggestions that will collectively make it a success. So a community of ‘good people’ is key to Pixar’s philosophy. As its founder, Ed Catmull, says, ‘a mediocre team can make a mess of a good idea, whereas a great team can make a success of a mediocre idea.’ 

But, inevitably, creativity is also about taking risks and because of the enormous costs involved in making a movie, there is always a tension between original creative expression and copying ideas that have been known to deliver commercial success. Pixar’s solution to this dilemma is to follow the principle that management is not there to prevent risk but only to ensure that the company’s financial recovery is possible if a particular project should fail.

So Pixar creates an environment where it’s safe to have ideas, breaking down barriers between employees and management. Its offices contain large communal spaces where people can bump into each other regularly and have free and open exchanges. To avoid the trap of becoming a world unto itself, it also urges employees to keep an eye on technological innovations in the academic community and on how people are using technology in the wider world. In the words of its Chief Creative Officer, John Lasseter, ‘Technology inspires art, and art challenges the technology.’
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