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PRAISE FOR WALT DISNEY WORLD HACKS



“I don’t care how many times you’ve been to Walt Disney World; Walt Disney World Hacks has a bunch of tips you’ve never thought of. This easy-to-read book is a must-have for those planning their first trip, and a great read for those who think they already know it all. In addition to Walt Disney World tips, you’ll find lots of hacks you can use at Disneyland and other theme parks, as well as many general travel tips.”

—Matt Roseboom, Attractions Magazine

“Booking and navigating a Walt Disney World vacation is more complex than ever, especially for new and occasional park visitors. Susan Veness has written a book with an abundance of tips to help make that process easier. I recommend highlighting tips of interest ahead of time and carrying the book with you for easy reference.”

—Denise Preskitt and Jeff Lange, MouseSteps.com

“Susan Veness can help you avoid many of the headaches and hassles that typically trip up travelers who are Orlando bound. The smart insider tips you’ll uncover while reading Walt Disney World Hacks are sure to make your visit to Walt Disney World’s theme parks that much more enjoyable.”

—Jim Hill, Disney Dish podcast

“Must-have secrets for the perfect Disney World vacation!”

—John Frost, The Disney Blog








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Walt Disney World Hacks, 2nd Edition, by Susan Veness with Samantha Davis-Friedman. Adams Media. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to thank my contributing writer, Samantha Davis-Friedman, for all her help, and for the fun Disney banter we’ve had over the past few years.

Thank you to Matt Roseboom, publisher of the excellent Attractions Magazine theme park news and information resource.

And a heartfelt thanks to my superb editor, Julia Belkas, who makes all of my work better.






INTRODUCTION

Few vacation destinations are as magical as Walt Disney World, and few require as much advance planning, especially as Disney becomes more dependent on technology. Between figuring out which theme park tickets to purchase, how to use Genie+ and Lightning Lane, where you’ll dine, and how to keep everyone from having a major meltdown in the middle of Main Street U.S.A., it can be an exercise in frustration if you’re not prepared with shortcuts and sanity-saving insights.

That’s where Walt Disney World Hacks, 2nd Edition comes in, teaching you tips and tricks that will smooth the path and lead to magical memories. Even those who “wing it” will benefit from a few good hacks that will help make the most of their visit.

Throughout the book, watch for “Newbie” and “Pro” hacks geared toward each level of proficiency, take note of the Practical Matters hacks to avoid common frustrations, and master the intricacies of working within Disney’s systems to make the most of your time and your money. Learn secrets to get savings on the paid-for Genie+ and Individual Lightning Lane; become Disney-discounts savvy; discover ways to enjoy rides and attractions without the long waits; and, if you’re visiting with children, find out how yours can be the family with a genuine smile on everyone’s face from park opening to park closing.

From the early planning stages to traveling to Orlando, scoring the best dining, when to experience the most popular attractions, and softening the logistics of returning home, each aspect of your Disney vacation is covered. And, when you’re ready to book a return trip to the most magical place on Earth, there are hacks for that too!
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CHAPTER 1 YOU’RE GOING TO WALT DISNEY WORLD!







1. Prioritize Attractions Wisely


There are a limited number of E-Ticket attractions that everyone wants to ride, so be sure to prioritize which rides are your “must dos” and which are “can waits.” That way, you’ll know which attraction to select first if you’ve purchased Disney Genie+ or where to head first when you get through the gates. If you’re an early riser and can get to the parks when they open, you may even be able to knock out a few top picks early in the day and save rides with shorter wait times for later. This strategy is particularly useful in Pandora–The World of Avatar at Animal Kingdom or Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge at Hollywood Studios, which both boast high-demand attractions. Disney Genie can also help. If you set your “Genie Day” in the My Disney Experience app for only your first-choice attraction, that will push it to the top of your Tip Board, which means you won’t have to scroll to find it, saving precious seconds when securing a Lightning Lane return time.





2. Get to Know Disney Genie


Even before you travel to Orlando, it’s a good idea to familiarize yourself with the Disney Genie service in the My Disney Experience app. This complimentary planning tool helps maximize time in the parks by tracking wait times and making recommendations based on the attractions, shows, and experiences you prioritize. Just click the “My Day” tab and follow the prompts to make your choices. For an additional fee per person per day, the Disney Genie+ service offers expedited entry for certain attractions on a rolling basis throughout the day—known as Lightning Lane, but previously as FastPass+. Additional attractions (usually the most popular ride in each park) offer separately purchased Individual Lightning Lane return times. You do not need Genie+ to purchase Individual Lightning Lane, but those rides are not available through Genie+. If you choose neither paid option, Standby queues are available for most attractions, and Genie will still alert you when wait times are low.





3. Budget-Friendly Genie+ Pricing


The price for Genie+ varies from day-to-day and from park-to-park. Single-park ticket holders can purchase Genie+ for only that park. If you have a Park Hopper ticket, you can pay one price for Genie+ service at all four theme parks throughout your stay, but if you only plan to visit one park on any given day, purchasing Genie+ for only that park is a budget-friendly idea. You can purchase Genie+ beginning at midnight on the date you plan to visit.





4. Understand Virtual Queue


Modern technology also comes into play at Walt Disney World in the form of virtual queues. This “first come, first served” system is often implemented for the newest/highest-demand attractions and can be accessed through the My Disney Experience app. Think of it as a lottery system: Park guests request to join a virtual queue at a specified time of day (usually offered once in the morning and once in the afternoon), but may not “win” a spot. Frequent parkgoers claim there are “tricks” to snagging a virtual queue, but like a lottery, it’s just a matter of luck—and even if you get lucky, there’s no guarantee you’ll ride because breakdowns usually equal backlogs. When a virtual queue is in place for an attraction, a Standby queue will not be available, but sometimes Lightning Lane reservations are offered through Genie+. Virtual queues are available at 7 a.m. and 1 p.m., and they go fast, so plan accordingly.





5. Power Up Your Cell Phone


Your cell phone will get a lot of use while you’re playing in the theme parks. You’ll use it to mobile-order food via the My Disney Experience app, and to check your restaurant reservation times and booking numbers (or to make or cancel reservations if your plans change). You’ll also use it to check your Genie+ selections or change your selections on the go. While Disney’s Wi-Fi is generally reliable, the one thing that is likely to give out is your phone’s battery. Bring along a portable power bank to charge it as you tour rather than fight for one of the few charging stations in the park. You can even find solar-powered chargers, perfect for use in the Sunshine State. Disney also offers FuelRods (for a fee) which can be exchanged for a fully-charged rod when the first one runs out. FuelRods can also be purchased from Amazon before your trip.





6. Finger Scan or ID


Gone are the days of turnstiles at Disney’s theme park front gates. In their place are scanners that read guests’ entry tickets or MagicBands, and the fingerprint connected to each person’s park admission. But what if you’re not comfortable with biometric scans? No problem. Although the scanners turn each fingerprint image into a “numerical value” and discard the image rather than entering it into a database, you don’t have to use the system to enter the parks. Simply show photo identification, such as a driver’s license or passport, which corresponds with the name on your park pass or MagicBand, and you’re good to go. Take note: You’ll need your photo ID each time you enter a park.





7. Newbie Alert: Plan in Order


Following a timeline for your bookings makes planning a first-time visit less overwhelming. First, book your flights. Next, book your resort. Also, purchase park passes and make your theme park reservations (if needed) at that time. Then, book a rental car, if you’re using one (or airport transfers if you’re not). At 180 days prior to travel, start booking dining reservations, dinner shows you’d like to see, and other experiences such as tours or a visit to Bibbidi Bobbidi Boutique.





8. Get Dressy


Victoria & Albert’s at Disney’s Grand Floridian Resort & Spa boasts Forbes Travel Guide’s prestigious Five-Star Award and has been awarded the AAA Five Diamond designation every year since 2000. As would be expected at such an elegant venue, the dress code requires men to wear a shirt with a collar. To keep the collar from getting crushed in your suitcase while you’re in transit, coil the belt you’ll be wearing with your dress slacks and insert it into the collar of the folded shirt. Tension from the belt will keep the collar upright, and the belt’s edge will hold up any clothes placed on top of it. For extra padding, stuff your dress socks into the empty space inside the coiled belt.





9. Have a Park-Free First Day


Orlando vacations often start with an arrival at midday or later due to long car rides or flight schedules, which means getting less than full value from that day’s theme park admission. Make the most of a late arrival by purchasing one less day on your tickets and do what Walt Disney did when choosing land for his Florida parks: Put a “buffer zone” between the real world and the theme parks, and make your first day a laid-back transition day. Settle into your resort, enjoy the pool, and head to Disney Springs Guest Services if you need to exchange eTickets for hard tickets. Your first evening is also ideal for a character meal where you can meet your favorites without a long, hot wait in the parks.





10. Write Down Your Schedule


The new reality at Walt Disney World is that you’ll be connected to your phone throughout the day. If you prefer not to let technology take over your vacation, print out a small daily spreadsheet, highlighting your Genie+ bookings and any restaurant reservations you’ve made, and have it laminated so it’s waterproof. Or use the “poor man’s lamination” trick by laying strips of clear packing tape sticky-side up on a table, press your spreadsheet onto it, cover it with more tape, and cut it down to size. Be sure to round the edges so they don’t poke you when reaching for it in your backpack. Crafty? Punch a hole in one corner and hang it on your backpack using a carabiner or book binder ring.





11. Photograph Your Schedule


To avoid having to open the My Disney Experience app on your phone each time you need to check your Genie+ or dining reservation times, write down a daily schedule with all the important times and locations on a white piece of paper, with each day’s date at the top. Take a separate photo of each schedule using your cell phone, and the info will be readily at hand, even if you enter one of the dreaded Wi-Fi drop-out zones around the parks, or when Disney’s Wi-Fi system goes down, which does happen occasionally. Remember not to delete your schedule photos if you download your gallery on an Android phone or Photos on iPhone, but do delete them at the end of each day to avoid any confusion.





12. Create Your Own Thank-You Cards


Before you leave home, decorate several index cards, using stickers or drawing with markers, to carry in your backpack while you’re in the theme parks. Write things like, “Thank you for making my day magical,” “Sprinkling you with pixie dust to thank you for all you do,” “You’re the real magic in the most magical place on Earth,” and “Thank you for going above and beyond.” Be sure to sign them with your name or “From the ________ Family.” Allow kids to hand out their own cards as a reminder to be grateful to others. Even easier, enter the phrase “Printable Disney Cast Member thank-you cards” or “Cast Member appreciation cards” into a search engine for several websites that offer templates for free.





Plan a Surprise Vacation

The only thing more fun than planning a Walt Disney World vacation is surprising someone with a Walt Disney World vacation. Whether you’re keeping it a secret from the kids until you’re already in transit, or it’s a January birthday gift for a December trip, the moment of your grand reveal can be unforgettable.


	
13. First, consider the receiver. Think carefully about how and when they’d like to be told. Some people love surprises; some like to be in on the decision-making and enjoy the anticipation of a countdown. If you’re planning a summer trip, Christmas or Hanukkah may be too soon to tell preschoolers but ideal for teens, so tailor your “reveal” to their personality for the best response.

	
14. For an easy and inexpensive reveal, fill a wrapped box with Disney character helium balloons tied to a note from “Mickey,” or wrap up a travel outfit with a T-shirt featuring the person’s favorite Disney character and leave it on their bed on departure morning.

	
15. Kids love scavenger hunts. Create clues based on a Disney character or movie and hide them in corresponding locations, such as “#1. Where in our living room would Pluto sleep?” with the next clue hidden under the dog’s bed.

	
16. Have a Disney movie night, then surprise everyone with custom-made T-shirts, such as, “Jimmy Jones. I’m Going to Walt Disney World!” It isn’t a given, but guests wearing matching T-shirts are often chosen to ride in the Magic Kingdom parade.

	
17. Cut out yellow construction paper footprints shaped like Mickey’s shoe, and have them lead up to your reveal. Strew Mickey confetti over a table with filled vacation backpacks and your MagicBands.

	
18. Tuck a Disney Gift Card into the toe of a Christmas stocking. Add a note stating, “Here is $50 to spend at Walt Disney World!” Or slip a new autograph book and a fat pen into the stocking, with the reveal on the front page.

	
19. Mail a “Secret Mission” to older kids or teens, featuring elaborate clues and difficult puzzles, with the big reveal at the end. Take a page out of the Disney Imagineers’ handbook and create a detailed backstory, then play along as if you’re part of the mission so that you can drop hints if the clues prove too difficult.

	
20. Want to do a treasure hunt? Crumple up a big piece of white paper; steep it in cold, strong-brewed tea; let it dry; draw your map on it; then singe the edges a bit. Hide clues to the big reveal around the house or yard, leading treasure hunters to an X-marks-the-spot. Bury a small treasure chest with the final clue, and be sure to leave a shovel nearby for digging.

	
21. For a last-minute reveal, create a treasure hunt with clues attached to items the surprisee will use during the trip, with a packed suitcase and a pair of Mickey ears as the “treasure.” Then, tell them it’s time to go!



Don’t forget to video the moment. Your “reveal” may be the next social media sensation.





22. Share the Light


While you’re at the dollar store purchasing light-up toys for yourself or your kids (see Chapter 2), splurge on a few more to hand out to other children during long waits for nighttime parades, fireworks, or shows such as Fantasmic! at Disney’s Hollywood Studios, the seasonal Tree of Life Awakenings at Disney’s Animal Kingdom, or Happily Ever After at Magic Kingdom. Kids with light-up items will feel like they are part of the show, and it’s a magical way to end the day, especially when you share it with others.





23. Newbie Alert: Take a Midday Break


When you’ve paid all that money for a vacation with Mickey and friends, the very idea of not squeezing every penny out of it seems unthinkable. However, while taking a midday break each day, or every other day, during your stay is the most counterintuitive thing you can do, it’s also the one decision you’ll sing the praises of when you return home. By planning for time out of the parks at midday, you’ll escape the worst of the heat and humidity as well as avoid lines when they are at their longest. Not only that, but the parks are at their most magical at night, and you won’t burn out before the fireworks begin.





24. Anticipate the “Day Three” Phenomenon


The average guest is filled with adrenaline for the first two days of his vacation. He’s up by 7 a.m., he’s had breakfast, and he’s chomping at the bit to get into the parks for opening time. By the third day, especially in summertime when Florida’s heat and humidity can be exhausting, you’ll be lucky to have your teeth brushed by 11 a.m. Bear that in mind when making any bookings in advance, opting for time slots of 11:30 a.m. and later starting on your third day. However, if you want to use Genie+, or hope to secure one of the “hard to get” Individual Lightning Lane attractions, get up early to make your selections, then head back to bed for another hour or two!





25. Disney Box


Many first-time visitors think their Disney vacation will be a one-off “trip of a lifetime,” but when they return home, they’re ready to book the next one. Keeping track of the accoutrements can be difficult, and that’s where a Disney box comes in. Create a dedicated box to store autograph books, Sharpie markers, MagicBands, rain ponchos, refillable mugs or water bottles, misting fans, Disney trading pins, and other essentials you’ll want to take with you each time you visit. Having them all in one place saves you from having to purchase basics again because you left them at home. Be sure to include less obvious items such as lanyards, moleskin pads, and carabiners, which are easy to forget.





26. Create Personalized Honeymoon Keepsakes


There is no mistaking a honeymooner at Disney. Although bride-and-groom Mouse Ears are timeless attention-getters in the parks, personalized items add to the “happily ever after” sentiment once you’re home again. Choose an ornament at Disney’s Days of Christmas in Disney Springs and have it personalized by an on-site artist, then add new ones during return visits; in the theme parks or at Disney Springs, select hand-drawn sketches of the characters that most represent each of you, and have them personalized and signed by the artist; sit for a couples’ silhouette, portrait, or caricature; or purchase hand-engraved, personalized wine or champagne glasses at Magic Kingdom, EPCOT, or Disney Springs. They’re everlasting, just like love.





27. Newbie Alert: Prepare to “Go with the Flow”


If you are holding multiday Park Hopper tickets and plan to use Disney’s Genie+ queue-beating system, compare each day’s pricing for “single-park” and “multiple parks.” Even if you visit just two parks on any given day, it’s less expensive to purchase the Genie+ multipark option. Unless you’re absolutely certain you’ll spend all day in one park on any given day, plans can change quickly during a Disney vacation and you’ll have the flexibility to “go with the flow.”





28. Show Up for the Christmas Parade in November


The Christmas Day Parade is Disney’s most nostalgic event, but if you show up on December 25 hoping to be a part of it, you’re in for a disappointment. Taping takes place during the first week in November, with segments shot in select parks as well as Magic Kingdom each day, and the general public is only allowed into on-screen areas if space allows. Be aware: With all the reshooting of scenes, re-singing of songs, and relentless, crushing crowds, attending a taping is far less magical than seeing the parade on television. It’s also a bucket list experience for die-hard fans, so don your Christmas garb, arrive well before park opening, steel yourself for a long, hot day, and be a part of the Yuletide joy!





29. Take a School-Time Vacation


To avoid the heat, crowds, and high prices of a summer vacation, many parents choose to take their children to Disney during term time. Teachers may send along assignments, but with or without schoolwork, Disney is filled with ways to support learning if you take time to plan. Park maps reinforce directional skills and critical thinking; EPCOT’s World Showcase is ideal for cultural and culinary experiences, and historical discussions; Magic Kingdom is filled with classic children’s literature references (read the books first and discuss them while you’re touring); and Wilderness Explorers at Animal Kingdom features free science and nature activities, while knowledgeable animal keepers are always on hand. Many attractions, especially at EPCOT, are filled with history, science, geography, and even oceanography lessons, but fun-while-learning opportunities are everywhere!


How to Use My Disney Experience

Once you create a My Disney Experience account, click on “My Reservations” to link your resort reservation, link your family (and/or friends), then link tickets and customize MagicBands when prompted. Up to 180 days before your visit, go to “Make Dining Reservation” and select your choices. Finally, during your visit, choose other guests in your party and select your park and date each day. Know in advance which attractions you want, then select them from the list. Look for specific Genie+ and Individual Lightning Lane hacks throughout this book.







30. Save for Disney


Most visitors to the House of Mouse save for a year or more to pay for “big ticket” items such as flights, accommodations, meals, and theme park admission. While you’re setting aside larger sums each month, you can also save for smaller expenditures, such as souvenirs or ice cream. Create a “Disney money” jar or sealed box and drop your change into it after paying for items in cash. Set small goals, such as healthy daily eating to drop those ten pounds you’ve been meaning to get rid of, or, for kids, getting homework done without being told, and add a dollar to your stash each time you meet them, or penalize yourself by $5 each time you miss them. Even small change adds up quickly.





31. Newbie Alert: You Can’t Do It All


Walt Disney World is enormous. The theme parks alone boast nearly one hundred major shows and attractions, plus a wealth of other diversions, and that’s before you add in the water parks, resorts, and Disney Springs. You can’t do it all in a week, or even two weeks, so it’s important to prioritize. As far in advance as possible, sit down with your family or fellow travelers and choose your top three attraction priorities for each day. Make those your Genie+ selections. Choose your next three priorities and mark them for additional Genie+ selections, or the next three attractions you’ll visit. As you narrow down your priorities, that overwhelmed, chaotic feeling you’re having will turn into a workable daily schedule.





32. Celebrate Christmas Without the Crowds


The weeks surrounding Christmas and New Year’s truly are the most magical, but they’re also the busiest time of the year to visit Orlando. Visitors who want all of the magic without any of the crowds, take heart: Disney loves holidays so much, they start celebrating in November. Mickey’s Very Merry Christmas Party starts the first week in November, EPCOT’s International Festival of the Holidays begins in mid-November, and all of the Christmas decorations are up by mid-November too. The ICE! indoor “winter wonderland” Christmas events at nearby Gaylord Palms Resort also begin in mid-November; while Now Snowing, in the Disney-created town of Celebration, begins in late November. Book your vacation between November 8 and December 15 and enjoy Orlando’s festive season with elbow room to spare.





Disney Genie and Genie+ Overview

Every guest visiting Walt Disney World is entitled to use the free Genie system, and the paid-for Genie+ and Individual Lightning Lane system, which allows you to avoid waiting in long lines. Here are the basics:


	
33. Together or individually, the complimentary Genie and paid Genie+ services can help you get the most out of your Walt Disney World visit. It’s worth taking the time to enter your party’s priorities so Genie can generate a personalized itinerary, based on what you entered, and map out your visit (including real-time updates). Genie can even suggest the best time to go to an experience or remind you when you’re eligible to make dining and activity reservations so you don’t miss a thing.

	
34. Genie’s custom Tip Board is a great resource that estimates wait times for your top attractions, entertainment, and dining. You can also use it to order food via mobile ordering, make dining reservations, and check in to a restaurant.

	
35. Most Lightning Lane entrances are offered through the Disney Genie+ service, but others may be purchased individually (à la carte). You can purchase either Genie+ or Individual Lightning Lane—or both! Genie+ and Individual Lightning Lane prices vary by date, but are always priced per person, so for longer stays, you may decide you don’t need them on every day of your vacation.

	
36. Walt Disney World notes that guests can enter an average of two to three attractions or experiences per day via Lightning Lane entrances if the first selection is made early in the day, but Lightning Lane entrances may be more difficult to reserve when the parks are crowded. On the other hand, if you visit at a less popular time of year, you will likely be able to ride more.

	
37. You can only use a Genie+ Lightning Lane entrance once per attraction, per day, so plan accordingly and track wait times. You’ll make the most of your Genie+ purchase if you use it when waits are at their peak, and then use regular Standby lines for repeat rides when wait times are low. Disney states that guests will typically be able to use Lightning Lanes for two or three attractions per day but often you can get more than that if you plan wisely. You can enter a Lightning Lane five minutes before your Genie+ return time window opens and up to fifteen minutes after the window closes (and you can snag a new reservation as soon as you scan into the queue).

	
38. You can purchase Disney Genie+ service starting at midnight on the day of your park visit and make your first selection for Lightning Lane entry starting at 7 a.m. After that, selections can only be made one at a time. Once you enter the Lightning Lane queue or wait two hours (whichever comes first), you can make another selection. The fine print: The two-hour wait begins when the park opens, even if you made your first booking at 7 a.m.

	
39. Because there are many ways of touring the theme parks, there are also numerous strategies for working with the Genie and Genie+ systems. The way you use them will depend on the makeup of your group, whether you’re staying on-site or off-site, if you’re a Walt Disney World “newbie,” whether you’re an early riser or late sleeper, and even the time of year you’re visiting. With that in mind, you’ll find several more strategy hacks in Chapters 5 and 6.







40. Choose a Hard Ticket or eTicket


When purchasing park passes online, you will often be given the choice of having them mailed to your home or receiving an eTicket in your email. There are pros and cons to each choice, so how does a vacationer decide? Check the seller’s refund policy in the FAQ or Terms and Conditions. Some allow refunds on “hard tickets” (tickets that have been mailed to you), as long as they are not linked to your My Disney Experience account, but do not allow refunds on eTickets. Take note: Refunds are not allowed on any tickets purchased directly through Disney. Then, consider the time factor. You must stand in the line at will call to redeem eTickets, but can go straight to the gates with hard tickets.





41. Be a Clothes-Folding Pro


You’ve passed the 180-day milestone for booking dining reservations. Nine days before you travel, you get to start doing the “single-digits dance.” Three days before you travel, it’s finally time to start packing, and that’s when it occurs to you just how much stuff you have to fit into your suitcases. The way you fold your clothes—or rather, don’t fold them—will determine how much space you have. Instead of folding shirts, shorts, and dresses, roll them. Stuff socks, underwear, and charging cables into shoes. You’ll fit far more into your case. Want to become a true packing pro? Check out clothes-rolling tutorials or the KonMari Folding Method on YouTube.





42. Newbie Alert: Special Events and Early Closings


You’re enjoying a fun-filled day in Magic Kingdom, and every last detail is going right. Then, suddenly, bam! You discover the day you planned so carefully will end early due to a special event or a private party. Avoid this unhappy surprise by checking Disney’s Special Events calendar at https://disneyworld.disney.go.com/calendars/day/#/animal-kingdom,hollywood-studios,epcot,magic-kingdom/ and using the Change Date feature as needed for a heads-up on any annual events, then check park hours at https://disneyworld.disney.go.com several months before you travel, while you’re still sketching out your itinerary. Click on the “Parks & Tickets” drop-down menu, then on “More Hours” under “Park Hours.” Reconfirm park closing hours closer to your arrival. Parks can close as early as 4:30 p.m. for private events, and if an unexpected early closing is listed, you’ll still have time to change your plans.





43. Check Your My Disney Countdown


Making your dining reservations at the 180-day mark sounds great, until you have to count 180 days on your calendar. If you’re staying on-site, don’t waste time tallying days the hard way. Once you have your Disney resort reservation linked to your My Disney Experience account, take a look at the “Welcome” banner at the top of the page. You’ll see a calendar near your name that indicates how many days are left before your trip. A few days before the 180 mark, set an alert on your phone or computer (use your calendar if you’re old school!) for 6 a.m. on the day or days you can make your dining reservations.


Understanding Disney’s Ticket Pricing

There are a few things to keep in mind as you’re shopping for Disney park admission. Ticket pricing is based on seasonal fluctuations, rising in high season and lowering when attendance is lighter. There are no discounts on single-day tickets, and purchasing any ticket at the gate is always most expensive. Multiday ticket pricing goes down per day the more days you add, with the biggest per-day price reductions on multiday tickets of five or more days. A standard theme park ticket includes admission to one theme park per day. For an additional cost, you can add a Park Hopper option, which allows you to visit more than one theme park on the same day. If theme park reservations are required, you must make the reservation for the first park you plan to visit each day.







44. Pro Alert: Use Disney Gift Cards Wisely


One of the best questions is, “What do you want for your birthday,” or anniversary, or any celebration, because the answer can be, “A Disney Gift Card.” Most stores selling gift cards carry them, or you can purchase them online, but be sure to use your card wisely. Disney Gift Cards can only be used for purchases made directly through Disney, so before you pay for your Disney resort or tickets with your gift card, check for better discounts through booking outlets other than Disney. Instead, use your Disney Gift Card for on-site dining and merchandise purchases made on your MagicBand. A big bonus? They can also be used at Disney’s Character Warehouse outlet stores.





45. Condense Your Disney Gift Cards


Have several Disney gift cards with small balances? You can combine them all onto one gift card at DisneyGiftCard.com, but keep in mind that loading one card with a lot of money might not be the best idea for younger kids who want to carry their own card.





46. Upgrade Base Tickets


You’ve purchased a resort and ticket package through Disney, but your group has different ideas when it comes to visiting more than one park per day. Grandparents don’t want to “park hop” while the rest of the family does, or teens may want to hop when parents prefer not to, but all package tickets must be the same. What’s a family to do? Opt for Base Tickets on the package, then, after check-in at your resort, upgrade to Park Hoppers for the people in your group who want to hop. Your tickets will become “separate” once you’ve checked in, and upgrading is possible. You must upgrade for the duration of the ticket, so make changes starting on your first day.





47. Bring Out the Non-Disney Gift Cards


Those general-purpose gift cards you received as a gift or were given as a sign-up incentive by a company can be a bit of a pain. They aren’t accepted everywhere, and you can end up with an odd balance after first use. All Disney locations accept them, regardless of the balance, so bring them along. Have five cards, each with a balance of a dollar or less? No problem! Scan away until their balances total zero, and pay any remaining balance with cash or your credit card or debit card. You can even make transactions the same way at the food and beverage kiosks during EPCOT’s festivals.





48. Practice Using Your Mobile App


You’ve studied how to select your Genie+ return times and how to mobile order to avoid waiting in quick-service queues. Now you’re standing in a theme park with your My Disney Experience app open, and it’s all gone haywire. You can’t seem to find anything, let alone use it. There is no easy way around this once you’re there, but you can avoid massive frustration by taking time to practice using your mobile app before you leave home. It isn’t the most intuitive system ever invented, but once you know how to navigate, it will become second nature. And the good news is, you can always stop at a guest services kiosk located throughout the parks and ask Cast Members for help.





49. Prep Your Cell Phone


Chances are you’ll use your cell phone more during a Disney day than you do any other day of the year. Before you photograph your schedule and reservations to avoid opening your app and using your battery, remove photos and videos from your gallery, delete apps you don’t use, turn off notifications, turn on low-power mode, and dim your screen. To save battery once you’ve arrived, turn off Wi-Fi and disable Location until you need to access your My Disney Experience app. Put your phone on airplane mode if you don’t have to make or receive calls, and close apps after you use them. If your family has more than one phone, turn one on, then switch to the next phone when its battery runs out.
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