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TEASER 
FADE IN: 

From black we HEAR: 

     ANNOUNCER (V.O.) 
It’s a funny thing about stars. Sometimes they do 
exactly as they’re supposed to and shine brightly 
for all to see. But sometimes stars explode 
causing cataclysmic destruction in their wake. The 
American Broadcasting Company (ABC) and The Walt 
Disney Company know all too well what happens when 
a big star explodes. This case study focuses on an 
egregious tweet sent by actress Roseanne Barr in 
May 2018 and the values-driven response by ABC and 
Disney to remove Barr from her eponymous series.  

 
CUT TO: 
 
Chair of The Board of Trustees of The Page Society, AEDHMAR HYNES, being 
interviewed. She is discussing the role of communicators today. 
 
 
     AEDHMAR HYNES 

Almost everything about how stakeholders 
perceive a brand is related to how a  
company behaves and lives up to its purpose…  
We are at our best as communicators when  
we create and shape action, not just words. 
(2017, para 3-4). 

 
 
CUT TO: 
 
As we see logos of The Walt Disney Company, ABC and “Roseanne” appear on 
screen, we hear: 
 
 
     ANNOUNCER (V.O.) 

This case study will unpack the complexity of 
conglomerate corporate responsibility and values-
driven reputation management during a social-media 
fueled crisis, within a politically charged 
climate. 

 
 

END OF TEASER 

 
SMASH CUT TO: 
 
OPENING TITLES 
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ACT I 

FADE IN.  

From black, we hear KEYSTROKES. All 53 of them.  
 

CUT TO:  

EXT. BURBANK, CALIFORNIA 

BACKSTORY: THE WALT DISNEY COMPANY 

The Walt Disney Company is a global entertainment empire 
like no other, in more than 40 countries with nearly 200,000 
employees. Disney is comprised of media networks including ABC, 

Disney Channel, Freeform and ESPN; theme parks in Florida, California, Paris, 
Shanghai, Hong Kong and Tokyo; a cruise line, vacation club, luxury travel 
company; and a resort in Hawaii. Disney also maintains a retail operation and 
a publishing company. Its film studios include The Walt Disney Studios, Pixar 
Animation Studios, Marvel Studios, Disney Nature and Lucasfilm, Ltd., as well 
as a music group and theatrical group with stage productions around the world 
(The Walt Disney Company, n.d.). 

 In 2018, Disney’s annual revenue was $59 billion (The Walt Disney 
Company, 2018, The Walt Disney Company Reports Fourth Quarter and Full Year 
Earnings For Fiscal 2018). Disney ranked number 55 on the Fortune 500 list 
for 2018. As a media company, Disney was bested only by Comcast at number 33, 
parent of the National Broadcasting Company ("Fortune 500 Companies 2018: Who 
Made the List", n.d.). 
  

In 2018, Fox accepted an offer from Disney to acquire its 21st Century 
Fox film studio and assets, as well as cable networks FX and National 
Geographic Channel and Fox’s share of streaming service, Hulu, for $71 
billion. The deal is expected to close in early 2019 (Hagey & Schwartzel, 
2018). 

 

 
 

Credit: The Walt Disney Company 
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DISNEY MISSION STATEMENT 
  The Mission Statement of The Walt Disney Company is clearly outlined on 
its corporate website:  

 
       Credit: The Walt Disney Company 

DISNEY CORPORATE VALUES 

  Roy E. Disney, the brother of Walt and co-founder of what would 
eventually become The Walt Disney Company, once said, as quoted by syndicated 
columnist Harvey Mackay, “It’s not hard to make decisions, once you know what 
your values are” (2017, para. 6). While The Walt Disney Company doesn’t 
explicitly outline its values on its corporate web site, Mackay calls Disney 
“the epitome of a values-driven organization” based on safety, courtesy, show 
and efficiency (2017, para. 7). 

  Disney’s Senior Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer, 
Christine M. McCarthy, does say, however, in the company’s CSR Report for 
2017, “Everything that bears our name comes with our commitment to always act 
ethically, create content and products responsibly, maintain respectful 
workplaces, invest in communities, and be good stewards of the environment. 
These are long-held traditional values at Disney, and we’re encouraged to see 
a growing awareness of their importance in the world and their bottom line 
impact” (Corporate Social Responsibility Update 2017, (n.d.), p.3). 

Disney’s current Chairman and CEO, Bob Iger, is not afraid to promote 
or protect those values. In 2017, Iger took pushback for accepting a position 
on President Trump’s Business Advisory Council. Iger said it was a 
“privileged opportunity to have a voice in the room” and to express values 
that are “in the best interest of the company and its values” (Lieberman, 
2017, para. 2). A few months later, Iger would quit the council due to 
differing views with the Trump administration over the Paris Climate 
Agreement, citing the resignation as “a matter of principle” (Adams, 2017, 
para. 3). 

DISNEY CORPORATE REPUTATION 

  The Walt Disney Company has one of the best reputations of any brand in 
the world. In 2018, alone, The Reputation Institute ranked it #5 among all 
companies in its Global RepTrak 100; Fortune ranked it #6 on the World’s Most 
Admired Companies and #55 in its U.S. 500 list; The Centre for Brand Analysis 
ranked it #6 in Official Top Consumer brands. In 2017, Disney was #4 in the 
Reputation Institute’s Global CSR RepTrack 100 and #10 in Barron’s World’s 
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Most Respected Companies (Disney, n.d.). These rankings place Disney among 
the most respected brands in the corporate world. Other brands regularly near 
the top of these lists include, Kellogg’s, Mattel, and Tiffany & Co. (The 
Reputation Institute, 2018, p.41). 

 

DISSOLVE TO: 

EXT. BURBANK, CALIFORNIA 

BACKSTORY: ABC TELEVISION NETWORK 

The American Broadcasting Company, frequently referred to 
by its acronym ABC, is the commercial broadcast flagship property 
of Disney|ABC Television Group, a division of The Walt Disney 
Company (American Broadcasting Company, n.d.). ABC was 
originally formed as a radio network in 1943 before becoming a 
television network in 1948 (Erickson, 2018, para.1 & 2). The 
network provides eighty-nine hours per week of regularly 
scheduled entertainment comprised of news, sitcoms, dramas, game 
shows, reality shows and award shows, including The Oscars 

(American Broadcasting Company, n.d.).   

ABC MISSION STATEMENT AND CORPORATE VALUES 

Currently, ABC does not have a mission statement 
publicly posted. However, statements made by ABC’s 
management, both public and private, demonstrate the 
organization’s values.  

Disney|ABC Television Group President Ben Sherwood 
sent an email to his employees the day following the 
cancellation of “Roseanne.” Its title? “Our Values.” In 
it, Sherwood said, “In the end, it came down to doing 
what’s right and upholding our values of inclusion, 
tolerance, and civility.” (O’Connell, 2018, para. 10). 
Adding, “The last 24 hours have also been a powerful 
reminder of the importance of words in everything we do – 
online and on the air. And the responsibility of using 
social media – and all of our programs and platforms – 
with careful thought, decency, and consideration” 

(O’Connell, 2018, para. 12). 

Speaking at the 2018’s Women in Film Crystal + 
Lucy Awards, which honors women in communications and 
media, ABC Entertainment President Channing Dungey 
said, following the cancelation of “Roseanne,” “We have 
to act with purpose and determination. We have to be 
what we want to see in our future generations.” (Blyth, 
2018, para. 5). She added, “The world is not the 
kindest, but I choose kindness… I’m asking you to lead 
by example. Let the future generation see how they 
should behave in the face of cruelty and adversity… as 
the one and only Michelle Obama memorably said, ‘When 
they go low, we go high’” (Blyth, 2018, para. 5). 

Credit: ABC Publicity 

Credit: ABC Publicity 
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ABC BUSINESS PERFORMANCE 

 ABC ranks among the top television networks for 2018. The network’s 
national morning news program, “Good Morning America,” is the most-watched 
morning show for the sixth straight year averaging 4.15 million viewers. 
ABC’s evening newscast, “ABC World News Tonight With David Muir,” is the only 
network newscast “to show year-to-year growth” (Battaglio, 2018, para. 2, 4, 
11). 

 Outside of news, ABC had just four primetime programs 
among the top 20 highest rated shows for the 2017-2018 
broadcast season: “The Bachelor” (#17), “Grey’s Anatomy” 
(#11), “The Good Doctor” (#9), and its highest rated show, 
“Roseanne” (#3), also the #1 comedy among the four major 
broadcast networks (Moraes & Hipes, 2018).  

 In Disney’s Q4 of 2018 earnings statement, Disney 
reported its Broadcasting unit had a 21 percent increase in 
revenue to the tune of $1.8 billion. For full year 2018, 
that number increased 7 percent to $7.4 billion.  Disney’s 
Broadcasting unit consists of ABC, its eight owned 
television stations, ABC Studios and television 
distribution (The Walt Disney Company, The Walt Disney Company Reports Fourth 
Quarter and Full Year Earnings For Fiscal 2018, 2018, para 23). 

 
CUT TO: 
 

EXT. LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

BACKSTORY: ROSEANNE BARR 

After marrying and raising her family in Denver, 
Colorado, Roseanne Barr would heed the advice of friends 
and try her hand at stand-up comedy. It’s there she 
developed her salty wit, calling herself a “Domestic 
Goddess.” In 1985, Barr appeared on “The Tonight Show,” a 
make or break moment for stand-up comics. It would be 
Barr’s big break (Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 
2018). Just three years later, “Roseanne” debuted on ABC.  

”Roseanne” premiered at a significant moment in TV 
history. The most popular series at that time was NBC’s 
“The Cosby Show,” starring Bill Cosby as the patriarch of 
the Huxtable family, an upper-middle-class black family, 
with narratives reminiscent of 1950’s sitcoms. 

“Roseanne,” although commissioned by the executive 
producers of ”The Cosby Show,” was intentionally 

and decidedly more progressive. "Roseanne,” featuring the matriarch of the 
Conner family as the central character, played by Barr, became the second 
most popular TV show in its debut season. The Conners were white working 
class, struggling to get by with factory and odd jobs. Though a loving 
family, they never shied from sarcasm and bickering (Bianculli, 2018).   

“Roseanne” arrived at the end of the Reagan administration, when some 
classes of society had emerged with more wealth and prospects than others 
(Bianculli, 2018) and ended during the Clinton administration, after a nine-

Credit: ABC Publicity 

Credit: ABC Publicity 
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year run. The series won nearly 50 awards, with more than 100 nominations, 
including an Emmy for Barr in 1993 (Roseanne (TV Series 1988–2018), 2018). 
None of the accolades would come easy, however. A revolving door of 
showrunners clashed with Barr on set and battles with the network would mar 
the highly rated series (Lowry, 2018), as well as Barr’s very public 
marriages and divorces, family issues and her battle with mental illness 
(Dugan, 2018). 

  Barr would go on to host a short-lived 
syndicated talk show and then a reality series 
documenting her life on the Hawaii nut farm she 
purchased. She would also star in a number of films 
and write three autobiographical books (Editors of 
Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018). 

In 2017, ABC would make the decision to bring 
back Barr’s “Roseanne” series as a way to reach 
those in the country who felt their voices were not 
being heard (Vlessing, 2017). 

  Barr’s voice was certainly being read on the 
social media platform Twitter where her comments 
often found the acerbic star in hot water. In 
December 2017, Barr announced she was quitting 
Twitter after a fiery debate on President Trump (Mandell, 2018). She didn’t. 
In the following months Barr would tweet out conspiracy theories involving 
Hillary Clinton’s involvement in child-sex trafficking (a theory that was 
debunked). Another tweet claimed a cover up in the death of a Democratic 
National Committee staffer despite police reports that it was a robbery gone 
wrong. In March 2018, Barr falsely accused a shooting survivor from Parkland, 
Florida of using a Nazi salute at a gun control rally. She would later delete 
that tweet saying the photo she viewed had been doctored (Mandell, 2018). 

  Barr did not want her controversial takes on politics harming the 
return of her iconic show so, again, she announced she was leaving Twitter. 
She would tell USA Today,  

ROSEANNE BARR 
I had to get off there because everybody was mad at 
me. I’m not doing any more politics. I don’t want to 
get anyone mad at me (Mandell, 2018). 

   
That break from Twitter would prove temporary. 

  In a 2018 interview with People magazine, just before her return to 
television, Barr would say,  

     ROSEANNE BARR 
I’m positive that nothing will go right in life. 
It’s never what you think, and it’s never what you 
dread – it’s always something else that you didn’t 
expect (Dugan, 2018, para. 7). 

 

It’s safe to say no one expected what would come next. 

FADE TO BLACK: 

Credit: Amazon.com 
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ACT II 

“THE TROUBLE WITH ROSEANNE” 

FADE IN: 

INT: BALLROOM, HILTON HOTEL, NEW YORK, NY 

Crowds are CHEERING as DONALD J. TRUMP takes the stage. 

Our case study really begins on November 8, 2016 with the election of 
Donald J. Trump as president. Shortly after announcing the return of 
“Roseanne” on ABC, Entertainment President Channing Dungey would say in her 
keynote address at the Banff World Media Festival:  

 

CHANNING DUNGEY 
What the election revealed was that there’s parts of 
the country that didn’t feel heard, that they didn’t 
have a voice.  
  (continues)  
Thirty years ago, Roseanne was speaking very openly 
about her life and her challenges. And it’s a perfect 
time to have that voice back to talk about the 
realities now (Vlessing, 2018, para. 7 & 8). 
 
 

  “The Conner family in ‘Roseanne’ were patriotic Americans getting the 
shaft,” said Matt Wray, a Temple University cultural sociologist. “They were 
talking about plant closings, community-wide job losses, the foreclosure of 
opportunities for their kids, the failure of schools to provide new 
opportunities” (Lubrano, 2017, para. 13). 

  But could lightning strike twice in a bottle for ABC? 

  

PREMIERE EPISODE 

 “Roseanne” returned to television on March 27, 2018. Viewers quickly 
learned Darlene was living back home with her two kids after a divorce. Becky 
was widowed and now waiting tables. D.J. was married to an African-American 
wife serving overseas in the military and was now a father to a mixed-race 
daughter. Roseanne and Dan were still living paycheck to paycheck, and 
Roseanne and Jackie were still arguing. This time it was over the 2016 
election. Roseanne voted for Trump. Jackie voted for Hillary Clinton. Their 
family squabble mirrored the family arguments over politics taking place in 
homes across the country. Indeed, the characters were a few years older, but 
the problems remained the same (Poniewozik, 2018). 

 

CUT TO: 

INT: CHANNING DUNGEY’S OFFICE, LOS ANGELES, CA 
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The next morning, ABC would 
quickly discover it had a huge hit 
on its hands. When the Nielsen 
ratings came in, more than 18.2 
million people watched Barr’s 
return to the small screen. The 
premiere even outpaced the 1997 
series finale by more than 2 
million viewers (Flint, 2018a). “I looked at the numbers and I thought, ‘That 
can’t be right,’” ABC Entertainment President Channing Dungey told trade 
magazine, Variety. “I thought that it was a typo” (Holloway, 2018, p.13). But 
it was no mistake. The numbers were real and with 7-day DVR viewing factored 
in, the numbers jumped to nearly 28 million viewers (Albiniak, 2018). 

  Three days after the premiere of “Roseanne,” ABC renewed the series for 
the 2018-2019 season with a 13-episode order, four more episodes than the 
current season (Koblin, 2018a). 

 

CUT TO: 

INT: RADIO CITY MUSIC HALL, NEW YORK, NY 

On May 15, 2018, when ABC presented its fall 
line-up to advertisers in New York, make no mistake, 
Roseanne Barr and her rebooted series were the stars 
of the show. Barr opened the presentation to huge 
cheers. After thanking her from the stage, 
Disney|ABC Television Group President Ben Sherwood 
said, “If anyone came to play a drinking game for 
the number of times we mention ‘Roseanne,’ you’re 
welcome” solidifying that Barr played a powerful 
role in the alphabet network’s line-up (Koblin & 
Maheshwari, 2018). 

  Everything was coming up Rosie for ABC. 

  And then… 

 
CUT TO: 

INT: ROSEANNE BARR’S HOUSE, LOS ANGELES, CA 

Barr is holding her mobile phone. She is TYPING on Twitter.  

In the early morning hours of May 29, 2018, 
while most of America slept, Roseanne Barr 
was tweeting. In a reply to a tweet, Barr 
compared Valerie Jarrett, an African-
American woman and former senior advisor to 
U.S. President Barack Obama, to an ape, 
tweeting, “muslim brotherhood & planet of 
the apes had a baby=vj” (Mandell, 2018). 

Credit: YouTube.com/ThinkProgress 

Credit: TheHollywoodReporter.com 

Credit: Twitter.com 
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 The executives at Disney and ABC were about to wake up to a public 
relations nightmare from the biggest star of its top-rated show. 

 
CUT TO. 

INT: THE OFFICES OF ABC & THE WALT DISNEY COMPANY, BURBANK, CA 

DISNEY|ABC RESPONSE 

The backlash was instantaneous.  

Twitter was blowing up. People were enraged. What would ABC do? 

For ABC Entertainment President Channing Dungey, the spotlight she 
worked so hard to avoid had never been brighter. In 2016, she was named to 
the top job at ABC Entertainment. She would be the first African-American 
woman of any broadcast network to hold such a position. At the time, her 
boss, Ben Sherwood, said, “Channing is a gifted leader and a proven magnet 
for top creative talent, with an impressive record of developing compelling, 
breakthrough programming that resonates with viewers” (Nededog, 2016, para. 
8). Bringing “Roseanne” back to primetime was Dungey’s decision. In 
announcing the series return, she said she was excited for the reboot because 
it “hit all the places we wanted to hit, narratively” (Vanian, 2018, para. 
3).  

However, in a swift move that took almost everyone by surprise, Dungey 
played her most important card — the Boss card! Less than nine hours after 
Roseanne Barr’s inflammatory tweet, Dungey made a statement which was posted 
on ABC Publicity’s Twitter page and simultaneously pushed out to the press 
(Arrancio, 2018).  

It was short. It was precise. And for Roseanne Barr, it was deadly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During her later speech at Fortune’s Most Powerful Women Summit, Dungey 
argued that Barr’s tweet, “crossed a line that cannot be crossed” (Vanian 
2018, para. 5). While some companies remain silent on such a controversial 
issue, the cancellation of “Roseanne” made a statement for other major 
broadcasting networks and for women of color in power across the corporate 
world. Dungey’s stance on racism is firm and allows her to build a foundation 
for other networks to follow. The decision made by Dungey and supported by 
Sherwood places an emphasis on how companies respond to controversial crises.  

Credit: Twitter.com 
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Less than an hour after Dungey’s statement, 
Robert Iger, Chairman and CEO of The Walt Disney 
Company, backed Dungey and confirmed the decision was 
made with the best interests of the company, its 
stakeholders and the public in mind.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The day after “Roseanne” was cancelled, 
Disney|ABC Television Group President Ben Sherwood sent a companywide memo 
apologizing to the cast and crew who lost their jobs due to Barr’s tweet. 
Sherwood empathized with them by stating, “Not enough has been said about the 
many men and women who poured their hearts and lives into the show and were 
just getting started on next season” (O’Connell, 2018, para. 1). 

 

VALERIE JARRETT’S RESPONSE 

On the day of the tweet, naturally, people were looking to see how 
Valerie Jarret would respond. Jarrett had been booked to appear on a MSNBC 
television special, ironically enough, titled “Everyday Racism in America.”  
Jarrett said Barr’s tweet should be “a teaching moment.” She added,  
 
     VALERIE JARRETT 

 “I'm worried about all the people out there who 
don't have a circle of friends and followers who come 
right to their defense. The person who is walking 
down the street minding their own business and they 
see somebody cling to their purse, or run across the 
street, or every black parent I know who has a boy 
who has to sit down and have a conversation  

  -- the talk -- as we call it” (Foran, 2018, para. 3).  

ROSEANNE BARR’S RESPONSE 

Roseanne Barr responded to ABC and Dungey in the way she knew best - on 
Twitter. Her first response was an apology. Barr tweeted she was “truly 
sorry” and apologized to Valerie Jarrett. Following her apology, Barr 
mentioned she would be leaving Twitter.  

Barr then tweeted asking her fans not to defend her actions and then 
tweeted directly to Jarrett. 

Credit: Twitter.com 
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Hours later, on the same day as the cancellation of her top-rated 
sitcom, Barr issued another apology, this time blaming the racist remark on 
the sleep drug, Ambien. 

Not wanting to be caught in the troubled star’s tangled web, Ambien 
maker, Sanofi, responded on Twitter as well. 

Two days after her cancellation, Barr revealed she had begged 
Disney|ABC President Ben Sherwood to not cancel her show. In a tweet, she 
said she wanted ABC “2 let me apologize & make amends. I begged them not to 
cancel the show” (Jenkins, 2018).  

That tweet was later deleted.  

 

 

 

 

 

Since the show’s cancellation, Barr 
has released multiple interviews defending 
her reasoning for the tweet and her 
apologies. Barr was empathetic to the 
public, writers of the show and actors who 
lost their jobs due to her ill-spoken 
tweet, but in a bizarre video posted to her 
personal YouTube page, she defended her 
actions by screaming, “I thought the bitch 
was white. Goddammit! I thought the bitch 
was white!” (Barr, 2018). Credit: YouTube.com 

Credit: Twitter.com 

Credit: Twitter.com Credit: Twitter.com 
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CAST & CREW RESPONSE: 

 Caught in the crossfire of Barr’s racist tweet was 
the cast and crew of “Roseanne.” Many took to Twitter 
to express their thoughts. 

Before the cancellation was announced, actress 
and comedian Wanda Sykes, who was also a writer on 
“Roseanne,” announced on Twitter she would not return 
for the show’s second season. Original cast member and 
Executive Producer, Sara Gilbert, tweeted that Barr’s 

comments “do not reflect the beliefs of our cast and crew or anyone 
associated with our show. I am disappointed in her actions to say the least” 
(Park, 2018, para. 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

Gilbert wasn’t the only cast member to express her opinions on the 
series’ cancellation. John Goodman, Barr’s on-screen husband, eventually 
broke his silence. In The Washington Times, Goodman said, “I was surprised at 
the response … and that’s probably all I should say about it” (Chasmar, 2018, 
para. 5). In regard to the cancellation, he also stated, “I was broken-
hearted, but I thought OK, it’s just show business, I’m going to let it go” 
(Chasmar, 2018, para. 6).  

For the writers of “Roseanne,” the news broke publicly before they were 
informed. Ryan Kemp, an assistant writer for the series, said he learned of 
the cancellation by reading online articles. “I saw that Wanda Sykes quit, 
and I just kept reading the news,” said Kemp. “And all of a sudden, I saw 
online that they’d canceled it” (Jacobs, 2018, para 10).  

PUBLIC RESPONSE: 

  Regardless of her intentions with the Jarrett tweet, Barr faced 
tremendous criticism from the public. People across the country took to 
social media to express their concerns over the tweet, the series 
cancellation and the future of the cast members and crew who were out of 
work. From May 3l to June 5, 2018, The Quinnipiac University Polling 
Institute surveyed 1,223 voters nationwide. The poll found that Barr had a 
51% unfavorable rating from American voters, with 15% favorable and 29% who 
said they had not heard enough to form an opinion. When it came to ABC’s 
decision to cancel the series, 48% agreed with ABC while 34% disagreed. The 
remaining 18% had no opinion. Of the 34% in disagreement, 50% were 
Republicans (Quinnipiac University Polling Institute, 2018).  

Credit: Twitter Credit: Twitter 
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 Many celebrities and organizations began 
responding to Dungey’s decision on Twitter.  

The NAACP commended ABC for the cancellation 
of the hit series. President and CEO, Derrick 
Johnson stated, “Roseanne Barr’s comments were 
appalling and reminiscent of a horrific time in 
our history when racism was not only acceptable 
but promoted by Hollywood. We applaud ABC for 
taking a stand against racism by canceling 
Roseanne today. We commend the network and its 
president, Channing Dungey, for placing the values 
of diversity, inclusion, and respect for humanity 
above ratings” (Rothman & Fisher, 2018, para 13).  

 American film director, Ava DuVernay, 
expressed her gratitude on Twitter for the cancellation and Dungey’s bold 
decision. With a photo of Dungey, DuVernay said, “For the record, this is 
Channing Dungey. Sitting on top of your world like a Queen in full judgement 
of your garbage and taking it out” (Chuba, 2018, para 4).  

Of course, not every response was positive with some criticizing ABC’s 
decision.  

  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  Credit: Twitter 

Credit: Twitter 
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FLASHBACK 

The following is a timeline of events from May 29, 2018 from Barr’s now 
infamous tweet to the cancellation of the series and Disney’s response. 

 

 

 
FADE OUT. 
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FADE IN: 
 

ACT III 

FINANCIAL OVERVIEW 
 For the fiscal year ended September 29, 2018, Disney revenues increased 
8% to $59.43 billion. Disney announced at the end of Q1 of 2018, it would 
begin reporting financial results under a 
new structure made up of four business 
segments: Media Networks; Parks, 
Experiences and Consumer Products; Studio 
Entertainment; and Direct to Consumer and 
International. 
 
 In early January 2019, Disney 
expects to file three years of restated 
financials that will reflect this new 
segment reporting structure (The Walt 
Disney Company, 2018). 
 

 

BUSINESS IMPACT 

Although Disney (NYSE: DIS) shares fell -2.5% in heavy trading on the 
day of Barr’s infamous tweet, a temporary decline of more than 3.5 million in 
market value, the longer-term financial impact appears negligible.  This is 
unsurprising, as the series is owned by the independent production company, 
Carsey-Werner, rather than ABC (Hayes, 2018). What’s more, the broadcast 
division represents just 7% of Disney's total operating profit. Cable 
networks, including ESPN, are the largest money-maker for Disney, at a 
projected 33% of fiscal 2018’s operating income, followed by parks, 29%, and 
studio entertainment, 19% (Hough, 2018). As of year-end 2018, Disney sported 
a market capitalization of approximately $163 billion. 

  

Credit: Statista 

Credit: Yahoo Finance 
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A comparison of Disney’s (NYSE: DIS) stock performance 
against the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJI), a widely-followed 
index of 30 bellwether companies, shows DIS shares up nearly +10% 
from May 25, 2018 (the last trading day before Barr’s tweet) 
through December 31, 2018, while the DJI declined by more than -
4%. DIS is a member of the DOW. 
 

During this same time period, a comparison of Disney’s 
(DIS) stock performance against the S&P 500 (GSPC), a benchmark 
index of the 500 largest US listed public companies, is also 
favorable.  The S&P declined by more than –6% during this span. 
 
  
 

Whether “Roseanne” would have been a moneymaker for ABC remained to be 
seen; after all, the show was the fourth most expensive comedy series to 
produce, according to the Standard Media Index. TV networks typically pay 
production studios under $2 million per episode for a new sitcom. ABC had to 
pay the producers of “Roseanne,” Carsey-Werner Co., about 75% more, $3.5 
million per-episode, because of the show’s legacy and the network’s 
willingness to spend more because of its need for a hit. Those costs were 
also partly inflated by high salaries for the stars including Barr, Goodman 
and Laurie Metcalf. Nonetheless, "Roseanne” was a crucial part of ABC's 
business, drawing an average of 18 million viewers per-episode. "Roseanne” 
had a measurable “halo effect” on other ABC programming, helping to boost 
viewership in Tuesday prime-time broadcast. After “Roseanne” debuted, the 
Tuesday prime-time lineup grew from an average of 5 million viewers to 8.2 
million which allowed ABC to charge more for commercials in that programming 
(Flint, 2018b).  

Advertisers, including PepsiCo, Netflix, and McDonald’s, paid an 
average of $167,159 for a 30-second spot on “Roseanne” in April 2018, which 
is more than for ABC’s long-standing comedy “Modern Family” and 55% higher 
than the average for all broadcast companies. “Roseanne” generated $45 
million in advertising revenue over its nine episodes and was projected to 
earn $60 million in first-run episodes of the expanded second season 
(Barrabi, 2018). That projection disappeared the day ABC pulled the plug. 

Critics of ABC’s decision to cancel “Roseanne” cited the hundreds of 
crew members who lost their jobs (Ng, 2018). The fallout compelled ABC, in 

Credit: Yahoo Finance 



   
 

20 
 

part, to remedy the damage by producing a spinoff series. “There was a large 
number of people that lost their jobs. Our entire crew, cameramen and women, 
set designers, lighting people, the list goes on. This wasn’t the sole 
reason, but it was certainly a part of the decision and reason we came back,” 
said Executive Producer Tom Werner (Feldman, 2018).   

It was also in Disney and ABC’s fiscal interest to produce the spinoff 
given they were reportedly on the hook to pay Gilbert, Goodman and Metcalf 
for at least 10 episodes of the 11th season, since their contracts had 
already been signed. This would amount to ABC paying $9 million without even 
having a show to broadcast (Goldberg, 2018). Executives believed that since 
ABC was already in fourth place among the Big Four networks, there was hope 
the combined star power of Metcalf, Goodman, and Gilbert would draw viewers 
(Adalian, 2018). 

 ABC ordered 10 episodes 
of the spinoff, “The Conners,” 
starring John Goodman, Laurie 
Metcalf, Sara Gilbert, Lecy 
Goranson and Michael Fishman. 
Per terms of the deal, Barr 
would have no creative or 
financial interest in the 
revised show, although she would 
receive executive producer 
credit, as required by the 
Writers Guild of America 
(Adalian, 2018). Barr later 
acknowledged a financial 
settlement with ABC for undisclosed terms.  

The hopes were high for the premiere of “The Conners” on October 16, 
2018, airing on Tuesdays at 8 p.m., the same timeslot as “Roseanne.” Yet, 
hopes quickly faded. The show did not come anywhere close to the blockbuster 
premiere rating of its predecessor. “The Conners” still had a very strong 
night delivering 10.5 million viewers. That’s down 55% from the premiere of 
“Roseanne” in March 2018 but was on par with the finale and even managed to 
edge out NBC’s “This Is Us” for the night (Hibberd, 2018). But ratings 
stabilized and ABC ordered an additional episode of the new series, bringing 
the total to 11. As of this writing, media reports indicated stars John 
Goodman, Laurie Metcalf and Sarah Gilbert were all in negotiations for a 
second season of “The Conners.” Considering the sitcom averages 10.2 million 
total viewers, is the No. 1 new comedy in total viewers and ties for ABC’s 
top comedy with “Modern Family,” it makes perfect sense ABC would greenlight 
a second season (Andreeva, 2018.)   

On November 16, 2018, just a few months before Disney is scheduled to 
finish its acquisition of much of 21st Century Fox, creating an expanded 
Disney television holdings empire which will be overseen by incoming Fox 
executives, ABC Entertainment President Channing Dungey announced she would 
exit ABC (Koblin, 2018b, para. 2). Her contract was set to expire in early 
2019. She would be succeeded by Karey Burke, head of programming for ABC’s 
sibling cable channel, Freeform. The decision was said to be Dungey’s, 
although ABC had been struggling with ratings during Dungey’s tenure as the 
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network’s entertainment president. In addition, under Dungey’s watch, high 
profile producers, Shonda Rhimes, the creator of “Grey’s Anatomy” and 
“Scandal,” and Kenya Barris, the creator of “black-ish,” both departed ABC 
for lucrative deals with Netflix (Koblin, 2018b, para. 6). Just one month 
after Dungey’s surprise announcement, came yet another. She would also land 
at Neflix as Vice President of Original Content where she will oversee 
projects by both Rhimes and Barris, as well as those from Higher Ground 
Productions, the production company of Barack and Michelle Obama, among 
others (Otterson, 2018).  

Dungey’s boss at ABC, Ben Sherwood, had previously announced his 
departure (Koblin, 2018b). His replacement, Fox’s Dana Walden, was asked how 
she would have handled the “Roseanne” situation. She said, “It was not my 
decision to make, so how I would have handled the situation is not 
particularly relevant. I will say that I admired ABC's quick and decisive 
actions. I believe their process was the right one” (Rose, 2018, para. 22). 

  

LOOKING AHEAD 

Business and Law school professor Alison Taylor (2018) wrote in the 
Harvard Business Review that companies seem to face the greatest peril when 
an issue is politically polarizing to stakeholders and has more to do with 
values than with long-term financial consequences, as was the case with ABC 
and “Roseanne.” She adds, “Basing decisions on corporate principles and 
employee values is a better approach than trying to navigate what is likely 
to be a broad spectrum of stakeholder sentiment” (Taylor, 2018). 

Just one month following the Twitter debacle, Dungey further declared 
her decision as one rooted in a commitment to Disney’s corporate values. 
Speaking at the Lucy + Crystal Awards in Los Angeles, an award show honoring 
women in media, Dungey told the gala audience, “When we see things that are 
happening around us that are counter to our values and our beliefs, our 
actions must match our words” (Blyth, 2018 Para. 3). Hollywood, like other 
industries, has a social and corporate responsibility to promote ideas and 
work environments that make us better. 

Disney and ABC are not alone. Now more than ever, Fortune 
500 companies and their leaders are being forced to confront 
diversity-related issues swiftly and publicly (Ryan, 2018, 
para. 1). On the same day that Barr sent her tweet, Starbucks 
Corporation, the largest coffeehouse company in the world 
(Starbucks Corp., 2018), closed more than 8,000 stores for 
anti-bias staff training amidst public outcry and allegations 
that it was helping foster systemic racism in the U.S. The 

closures followed a racially-charged incident by staff at a Starbucks in 
Philadelphia (Rostan & Cherney, 2018). The training would "address implicit 
bias, promote conscious inclusion, prevent discrimination and ensure everyone 
inside a Starbucks store feels safe and welcome", read the company statement 
(Starbucks Corp., 2018, para. 3). The closures were estimated to have cost 
$12 million in lost sales (Rostan & Cherney, 2018).  
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Beth Comstock, author of Imagine it Forward, and on Forbes’ list of the 
world’s most powerful women, works with companies in transformation. She is 
on the Board of Nike and spent three decades at General Electric (GE), 
leading efforts to accelerate innovation and enhancing brand value and 
culture. Comstock espouses the need for a bias toward decisive action as a 
critical business and leadership imperative (Comstock, 2018). This is timely 
counsel, given that less than a third (31%) of business leaders are satisfied 
with accountability demonstrated by the leaders in their organizations. Such 
a “leadership gap” was revealed in a global report published by talent 
development firm Lee Hecht Harrison (2017).  
 

Decisive action, rooted in corporate values, is one way leadership can 
step up in a meaningful way to help their organizations succeed (Ryan, 2018). 
Globally, consumers are demanding such action. Nearly two-thirds of consumers 
want companies to take a stand on social issues, according to the 2018 
Edelman Earned Brand report.  The report, titled “Brands Take a Stand,” found 
that 64% of consumers worldwide are “belief-driven buyers.” Belief-driven 
buyers are composed of those who have “strongly held, passionate beliefs” and 
believe that the brands they buy are one way to express those beliefs.  The 
top 25% of income-earners across the world are the people who most want 
brands to take a stand: 69% of the top 25% of earners are belief-driven 
buyers, compared with 62% of the bottom 75% of earners (Conick, 2018). 
 

Amidst the velocity and disruption within our culture, including 
digital innovation, demographic changes and political and economic 
uncertainty, it is imperative now more than ever, for businesses to prove 
their corporate values with action, even if that action may negatively impact 
a business’ near-term profit. Meeting and even exceeding stakeholders’ 
expectations sets organizations up for long-term gain and sustainable 
futures.  
 

FADE OUT. 

 

THE END   
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