
Richard Williams Study Circle Handout: Disney 12 Principles of Animation 

 

 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frank Thomas & Ollie Johnston: The Illusion of Life 
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1. Squash and Stretch 
 

 
 

The principle is based on observation that only stiff objects remain inert during motion, while 

objects that are not stiff, although retaining overall volume, tend to change shape in an extent that 

depends on inertia and elasticity of the different parts of the moving object.  

 

 

Picture by Preston Blair 
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2. Anticipation 

 

Real-world actions don’t start immediately. An action in an animation occurs in three steps: 

1. Set up for the action 

2. The action 

3. Follow through on the action 

The setup is anticipation, which is typically a movement in the opposite direction (contrary 

movement) to the action. 
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3.Staging 

Staging is the presentation of an idea so that it is clear. This idea can be an action, a personality, an 

expression, or a mood. The key idea is that the idea is made clear to the viewer. 

An important objective of staging is to lead the viewers eye to where the action will occur so that 

they do not miss anything. This means that only one idea at a time occur, or else the viewers may be 

looking at the wrong thing. So, the main object should be contrasted in some way with the rest of 

the scene. A good example is motion, since the eye is drawn to motion in an otherwise still scene. 

In a scene with everything moving, the eye is drawn to a still object.  

 

 

 

 
 

Picture by Preston Blair 
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4. Straight Ahead Action and Pose to Pose 

 
These are two different ways to animate an action. The straight-ahead technique means to animate 

your action from drawing 1 to the end in sequence order. The pose-to-pose technique is a bit more 

intricate as it means to draw the key poses first (often the beginning and end drawing of the action 

and some other key moment between. Once the key poses are done, the breakdown and inbetween 

drawings are added to fill the rest of the animation. Smoke, water and other fluid elements are often 

animated using the straight-ahead technique. Actions that require tight timing and structure are 

often animated with the pose-to-pose technique. This method helps maintain a solid structure and 

preserve the volume. Sometimes, when using the straight-ahead technique, it may be difficult to 

calculate where the action will end up and the final drawing may be out of proportion and not where 

it should be. 

 

 

 

 
5. Follow Through and Overlapping Action 
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Follow Through 

While anticipation is the preparation of an action, follow through is the termination of an action. 

Actions rarely come to a sudden and complete stop, but are generally carried past their termination 

point. 

 

Overlapping Action 

Slight variations in the timing and speed of loose parts makes objects seem more natural. This 

overlapping action makes the objects and movement more interesting. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
6. Slow in and Slow out 
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The movement of the human body, and most other objects, needs time to accelerate and slow 

down. For this reason, animation looks more realistic if it has more drawings near the beginning 

and end of an action, emphasizing the extreme poses, and fewer in the middle. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

7. Arcs 
 

Most natural action tends to follow an arched trajector, and animation should adhere to this 

principle by following implied "arcs" for greater realism. This technique can be applied to a 

moving limb by rotating a joint, or a thrown object moving along a parabolic trajectory. The 

exception is mechanical movement, which typically moves in straight lines 

 

 

 

  
 

8. Secondary Action 
 



Richard Williams Study Circle Handout: Disney 12 Principles of Animation 

 

 8 

Adding secondary actions to the main action gives a scene more life, and can help to support the 

main action. A person walking can simultaneously swing their arms or keep them in their 

pockets, speak or whistle, or express emotions through facial expressions. The important thing 

about secondary actions is that they emphasize, rather than take attention away from the main 

action. 

 

 
 

 

 

9. Timing 
 

Timing refers to the number of drawings or frames for a given action, which translates to the 

speed of the action on film 
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10. Exaggeration 

 
Exaggeration is s an effect especially useful for animation, as animated motions that strive for a 

perfect imitation of reality can look static and dull. The level of exaggeration depends on whether 

one seeks realism or a particular style, like a caricature or the style of a specific artist.  

 

 

  
 

11. Solid Drawing 

 
The principle of solid drawing means taking into account forms in three-dimensional space, or 

giving them volume and weight. 

 

 
 

  



Richard Williams Study Circle Handout: Disney 12 Principles of Animation 

 

 10 

12.  Appeal 

 
Appeal in a cartoon character corresponds to what would be called charisma in an actor. A character 

who is appealing is not necessarily sympathetic – villains or monsters can also be appealing – the 

important thing is that the viewer feels the character is real and interesting. 

 

  

 


