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Ballet dancers vary tremendously in terms of what motivates them as they progress through 

their careers.  Here are some factors that affect their decision-making to participate in this artistic 

realm.  

A passionate commitment, a calling, is inherent in classical ballet. Dancers study from the age of 

eight for 10 years before they might—just might—move in a way that is interesting and beautiful to 

watch. Few students reach a professional level.  “As professionals we work 12 hours a day for six days a 

week. We inhabit an environment of order, routine, discipline, beauty and youth. Our obsessive 

preoccupation with physical perfection is the external result of a deep, silent, and very private spiritual 

commitment,” wrote Toni Bentley who danced with New York City Ballet, one of the world’s most 

prestigious dance organizations. Most professional ballet dancers forego college, although some 

companies now encourage dancers to take university courses in their free time while they are with the 

company. 

Stressors 

The road to becoming and being a professional ballet dancer is filled with stressors. There is no 

guarantee of success, even after a dancer invests a huge amount of time, effort, and money in training, 

self-discipline, and sacrifice. And among those who make it to the top, not all can cope with the 

demands of the field and their aspirations in or outside it. 

All jobs have stresses—bad bosses, unfulfilled expectations, and so on. The ballet world lacks 

the rewards of financial success (except for a few stars), security and stability, the benefits of most 

conventional occupations. Selfless dedication has an affinity to gift giving.  A persistent economic pinch 

is felt in the United States, where performing artists are more prone to unemployment than other 

members of the workforce.  

In spite of challenges, motivation to dance professionally often includes the satisfaction of 

achieving what others want to do, try to do, but cannot do well, and the exhilaration of performance. 

Dancers may perform for others and in place of others. Many dancers seek out stress and thrive on risk 
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and the rewards of surviving it. Performance tends to catapult the successful dancer to heights of 

exhilaration, like the runner’s high.  

Despite its stresses, a dance career may also create illusionary worlds, provide an escape from 

the everyday world’s stresses, and offer an outlet for releasing tension. Gelsey Kirkland, who danced 

with New York City Ballet and then American Ballet Theatre, wrote in Dancing on My Grave how 

escaping from home to ballet also offered her a creative arena in which to vent her rage at being unable 

to control her home environment. 

Attitudes toward the dancer, career development and career transition, performance anxiety, 

cooperation and competition, injuries, food and weight restrictions, and economic survival are some of 

the stressors associated with becoming and being a professional dancer. Going from one’s studio as a 

big fish in a small pond to a company of big fish can be stressful. So, too, is hitting a plateau in artistic 

growth after advancing. Performers frequently need a second job when the dance company paycheck 

doesn’t cover their bills. The company’s lack of understanding about second job schedules can create 

stress as can getting little rest and switching mental gears. Responses to these stressors may include 

releasing pent-up energy; creating new forms of dance, such as modern dance and contact 

improvisation; engaging in contemplative creativity; and seeking therapy. When dancers are supposed 

to master new dance material that is markedly different from previous ways of moving, they may 

experience anxiety 

Male Dancers 

Because male dancers have been assumed to be gay, they often experience persecution and 

torment from an early age, although this is changing in many places. Ballet student, teacher, and 

anthropologist Daniel O’Connor has observed that when a male dancer (straight or gay) is among gays, 

he might first acknowledge the stereotypical image of the gay dancer and then establish himself as an 

exception. He does this by revealing, for example, that he has a girlfriend, he finds gays disgusting, or his 

love of ballet makes him “put up” with gay men. Another strategy is dressing like a successful 

businessman or gentlemanly scholar and communicating machismo through body language. However, 

danseur Rudolf Nureyev’s and other male stars’ six-digit incomes, films about macho male dancers, 

ballet training for athletes, and the popularity of hip-hop and jazz have spurred some measure of 

respectability for men in dance. 

Self Esteem 

Some males or females who go into the dance profession as part of an effort to enhance self-

esteem (related to a faulty body image and a continuing reenactment of approach-avoidance 
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relationships with a parental figure). These dancers may experience stress if they come from or work in 

a milieu in which a negative stigma is associated with dance. This paradoxically lowers self-esteem. The 

dancer partially fulfills a need for public approval through a process that simultaneously exacerbates 

that same need. 

Abnormal thinness, the current reigning aesthetic for dancers of ballet, contributes to health by 

placing less stress on vital organs during strenuous activity, to fleetness, and to a dancer’s ability to be 

lifted easily. Eating what one likes is not always compatible with staying in shape. The competition 

between one’s culinary desires and one’s career demands create a range of stresses. Dance-studio 

mirrors are constant reminders of body shape. Ballet dancers’ weight is about 15 percent below what 

scientists consider a healthy weight. Medical doctor Douglas Anderson notes: “Ballet students 

collectively comprise the highest risk group for the development of serious eating disorders.” 

Female dancers, like other working women, desire to achieve and at the same time may fear 

disapproval for achieving. Some struggle to compete in the workplace with men while simultaneously 

fulfilling the role of wife and mother. Even after desegregation, there was a widespread assumption that 

the Euro-American body was better suited for ballet. 

Irrespective of government or private funding of dance, the choreographer/artistic director 

often has absolute creative control and considers the dancer an expendable commodity. Enforced 

infantilism and disregard for dancers’ physical and psychological well-being and personal lives are 

stressful. Ron Reagan, explaining why he quit the ballet, pointed out that dancers are “willing slaves to 

an art in which management calls the shots and holds their contracts,” and dancers “must tolerate 

verbal abuse and ridicule. Directors and managers often do not regard the dancers as humans subject to 

physical and mental trauma in spite of their high energy and resilience.” 

Competition 

A dancer’s life is one of continual competition, cooperation, and performance. Training itself is a 

kind of performance. Students compete for the teacher’s attention and approval. Teachers compete for 

students. Dancers always depend on others’ evaluations: teachers; judges at schools, auditions, and 

other competitions; choreographers who select dancers for special roles; and audiences, including those 

special members, the critics. 

 Competitions are controversial and stressful. Students with fragile egos and shaky self-esteem 

may take the competitions personally and suffer when they lose. A second-place winner in one 

competition threw his trophy in the garbage can! Yet competitions also have benefits. Many 

competitions offer students the opportunity to take dance classes with various teachers to advance 
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their knowledge and skill and expose them to different forms and styles of dance.  Dance competitions 

have also been praised for giving young contestants a realistic perspective about their abilities in 

relation to their peers. Competitions can raise personal standards and give sheltered students some 

sense of what the real dance world is like—highly competitive and stressful. Furthermore, competitions 

give competitors the opportunity to win trophies, cash, and scholarships. Dance-company directors 

often sit in the audience scouting for performers. In a competitive society, dance competitions provide 

students with tangible goals. Some parents, hoping their youngster’s winnings will help pay for her or his 

dance education and related expenses, judge a dance school by how many trophies are in the window.  

Many major performing and choreography competitions held worldwide every year are, in a 

sense, high level auditions for places in first-rate dance companies, at prestigious dance schools, and 

with fine coaches. There is always pressure, even when evaluators build up a budding talent with 

positive feedback. Expectations for high standards and perfectionism cannot always be met. 

Stage Fright 

Appearing in front of any audience can be scary. Stage fright is a deviation from the person’s 

usual level of anxiety that activates the flight-or-fight stress response mechanism. Performance means 

being on the spot. You are “out there.” You are vulnerable. You are naked. Everything shows. There is no 

place to hide, because even if you seek it, then that is what shows. Dancing in front of an audience 

involves risk—a slip, misstep, an offbeat gesture, forgetting what is supposed to be done. Fear of failure 

is most troubling. 

Dreadful apprehension may also occur when the theme of the dance threatens to become real; 

that is, the roles the dancers enact are too close to the performer’s immediate personal life experiences. 

For novices, stage appearances are frightening because they are inexperienced. Some professional 

dancers, however, have life-time stage fright with anxiety attacks of jitters, sweating, shaking, feeling 

faint, and needing to use the toilet all their lives. Paul Taylor, one of the world’s great choreographers, 

writes in his autobiography, Private Domain: “Stage fright. Some clone, not me, is cowering offstage and 

covered with icy sweat, his palms and soles slippery, temples booming, tongue dry, seizured, sizzled. It’s 

plain to see that the reason for greasepaint is to prevent your skin from betraying its cowardly color.” He 

at one time turned to drugs to cope. Yet the stress of stage fright also has beneficial effects. Some 

excitement evokes alertness and may lead to the performer’s heightened awareness, sensitivity, and 

drive to succeed. 

Why do some dancers get nervous before a performance while others do not? The answer may 

lie in their training experiences. Youngsters who have a large proportion of successes develop 
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confidence. Those who have many failures often develop expectations of further mistakes and 

consequently experience negative stress. Some teachers do not discuss stage fright with their young 

performers because they believe that fear is contagious. Others talk about it in a supportive way to 

reassure performers that stage fright is not unusual. Waiting until they have something to respond to, 

teachers avoid the risk that the student will unconsciously experience the teacher as wanting the 

student to experience anxiety or suffering. 

Post-performance Stress 

The steep fall from a high of giving so much on stage, being transformed and adored, and then 

seeing the curtain come down with final bows may feel like having to begin life over. One dancer put it 

this way: “After being something on stage, you’re just back to you—you feel you’re nothing.” A 

continual stressor for the choreographer and dancer is the popular belief that, as David White, a dance 

producer puts it, “You are only as good as your last review.” The choreographer and dancer are treated 

as commodities: when talent burns out, another fresher model is waiting to star. 

The intensity of performances, even when dancers perform with a physical injury, has at times 

been heightened by artificial resources of energy.  Dancers are subject to the over-use syndrome—every 

time they exercise their bodies, their muscles are injured, and if they exercise again before the muscles 

have recovered, they tear. Contemporary repertoires often call for a high degree of athleticism, and 

dancers do not always have the cross-training needed to stay healthy. High levels of anxiety appear to 

be a potent factor that leads to injuries. Dancers need to manage stress from exhaustion due to efforts 

to achieve perfectionism and a lengthy day during which there are parts to learn, classes to take, 

grueling rehearsals to attend, and performances to give. Other stressors to manage are being subjected 

to training that dance-medicine research has found counterproductive and being fearful of speaking out, 

as well as the need to cope with an injury and the potential loss of roles or even a career as a dancer, 

forced retirement, loss of income, and identity. Fearful that the doctor will tell them not to use an 

injured body part for a period of time and that someone will take their place, dancers may choose not to 

seek help with injuries. An injured person suffers a loss of identity as a dancer, often without having a 

replacement identity. Self-doubt concerning recuperation or finding some other career are stressful. 

Hormonal problems, poor nutrition, and residual tightness or weakness from a prior injury may occur. 

Too much exercise may lead to body fat declining to levels so low that the female body goes into its 

starvation-coping mode and menstruation ceases, a condition known as amenorrhea. If this persists for 

five years or more, an irreversible loss of bone mass occurs making the person vulnerable to bone 

fractures, especially in the spine, hips, and wrists. 
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Dancers whose daily life is built around that high, the feeling of well-being that can come at the 

end of a workout or performance become psychologically addicted to this feeling. Thus they experience 

psychic distress when an illness comes on. Without dance activity, they may become irritable, tense, and 

anxious; they sometimes fall into depression, experiencing lethargy and a loss of interest in eating, sex, 

and other activities. Getting back to prior fitness levels may be a painful, frustrating process. 

Professional dancing is generally a short-term occupation. Ballet dancers tend to reach the end 

of their performing careers at midlife, when the body instrument begins to show decline at about thirty-

five years of age. Moreover, “dance is a career dedicated to systematic downward mobility, in 

opposition to the general American value upon upward social mobility.” 

Ballet for Non-Professionals 

Of course, many people choose to perform ballet as a leisure activity for some of the same 

reasons people choose to dance professionally.  They may enjoy the aesthetic beauty of the dance 

genre, the opportunity to get exercise, and prevent, reduce, or escape stress in their everyday lives.  

Many performers of other dance genres take ballet class because ballet is viewed as foundational.   

 

 

                                                           
1 This essay draws from my book Dancing for Health: Conquering and Preventing Stress. Lanham, MD:  

AltaMira Press, 2006, which explains the physical harm of prolonged stress. See www.judithhanna.com 

 


