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Project overview

WHAT

My project will focus on the issue of body standards as exemplified by the
Chinese dance industry. The specific question is: "How can the Chinese
ballet industry improve unhealthy body standards' and promote a

healthier?, more inclusive body image for dancers?”

WHY

Ballet has always demanded a high level of body shape and fithess from its
dancers, but in recent years the Chinese ballet industry has become even
more demanding without scientific and systematic guidance. In order to
conform to industry standards, many dancers are forced to use unhealthy
behaviours such as dieting, without realising that this can damage their
physical, psychological and sustainable development. Therefore, it is
imperative that dancers are made aware of the dangers of unscientific body
image standards and that the industry is driven to change through

interventions with dancers, audiences and industry leaders.

Research Methods

At the time of completion of this Report, the project has only progressed to

! unhealthy body standards: This refers to the negative physical or mental effects on dancers in the Chinese dance

industry in the pursuit of the ultimate body image. Specifically: osteoporosis, menstrual irregularities, depression, etc.
2 A healthy weight is one that can be maintained without constant dieting, without restricted food intake, and without
obsessive exercise routines.(Fine, “Dancers Learn How to Define a Healthy Body Weight” )



the research and intervention with the dancers, and therefore the following
content is specific to the dancer's research intervention session.

1. Subjects of the study: for active or retired dancers who are recognised as

professional dancers and are at least 18 years old.

2. Research Methods:

A mixed-method research approach was used, combining quantitative
and qualitative research, and using the information cross-comparison method
to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of unscientific
body size standards on dancers' physical and mental health in the Chinese
ballet community.

(1) Quantitative research: a questionnaire survey was conducted to
collect quantitative data from 120 dancers on body standards,
training, diet, and physical and mental health. And through gender
cross-comparison, we further understand what differential effects
unscientific body image requirements have on male and female
dancers.

(2) Qualitative research: interviews, for the remarkable data presented in
the questionnaire, six professional ballet dancers were invited to
conduct in-depth interviews to dig out their real thoughts, feelings and

experiences.

3. Research tools and reasons:
(1) Research tools: questionnaires, interviews, literature analysis.
(2) Reasons for choosing research tools:

a. Questionnaire survey: able to collect specific data on the target
group quickly and in large quantities, helping to judge the
direction of the research and preliminary conclusions.

b. Interview: It can understand the thoughts and feelings of the

dancers more deeply, make up for the limitations of the



questionnaire survey, and provide more detailed analyses.
c. Literature analysis: Helps to understand the history of the
development of China's dance industry and the background of

the formation of unscientific body image standards.

Research results

A total of 120 data were collected in this survey of dancers, and analysing
the data through gender cross-referencing reveals some interesting
phenomena:

1. Demographic characteristics:

(1) Sample size: the sample size of female dancers (97) is more than four
times the sample size of male dancers (22), suggesting that the ballet
community is predominantly female.

(2) Height and weight: The height and weight of female dancers were
mainly concentrated in 160-169cm (78.35%) and 41-50kg (71.14%),
while male dancers were relatively dispersed, mainly concentrated in
170-179cm (54.55%) and 61-65kg (40.91%). This suggests that the
industry may be relatively lax in its standards for male dancers, or that
male dancers have different levels of pursuit of body image

standards.

2. Female dancers have heavier physical and mental stress than male
dancers:

(1) Menstrual problems: 50.52 % of female dancers experienced
menstrual problems during their dance career, suggesting that
female dancers are more susceptible to physiological problems
affected by body standards.

(2) Psychological problems: 55.67 per cent of female dancers

experienced mental health problems (low mood, depression,



anxiety, low self-esteem, etc.) during their dance career,
compared with 22.73% of male dancers.

(8) Weight problems: 30% of male dancers have never been asked to
lose weight, and only 1.3% of female dancers have never been
asked to lose weight by a dance school or company.

(4) Dieting behaviours: A higher percentage of female dancers
(67.01%) adopted unhealthy dieting behaviours during their dance
careers, compared to 31.82% of male dancers.

(5) Attitudes towards body image standards: although both male and
female dancers perceived current industry body image standards
to be unscientific (65.98 % of females compared to 59.09 % of
males), female dancers were likely to be more cognisant of this

unscientific nature.

3. Sources of pressure on body image standards:

Both male and female dancers identified self-demand as the main source

of body pressure. However, female dancers were more likely to rank  ‘school
and company selection systems and teacher demands’ as the second main

source (25.33%) while male dancers ranked ‘competition with colleagues’

as the second main source (28.57%). This indicates that female dancers are
more likely to be restricted and influenced by industry standards and

selection systems.

4. Professional guidance from schools and dance companies:

(1) 69.17 % of the dancers indicated that when they were asked to lose
weight, the companies/dance schools only asked for weight loss
without specifying a weight range. This can lead to dancers pushing
their physical limits to lose weight without any limits in order to fulfil

the requirement, and is one of the manifestations of the current



unscientific body image standards.

() 46.67 % of dance companies/dance schools do not have
psychological counsellors, dietitians and rehabilitators; about 30% of
the institutions only have psychologists and rehabilitators respectively,
and only 6.67% of the institutions have dietitians. This means that the
vast majority of dancers at this stage are losing weight blindly without

professional scientific guidance.

Gaps identified
1. Dancers' psychological pressure is greater than physical pressure

For dancers body standards and physical requirements have long been
commonplace, but the pressure brought about by dieting, high external
demands and intense training is invariably increasing. Stereotypes and ballet
aesthetic are the leading cause of body dissatisfaction. (Barlaan) Nearly 50 %
of dancers are chronically depressed, anxious, and dissatisfied with
themselves due to body image standards, and this figure is as high as 55 %

for female dancers. for female dancers is as high as 55 per cent.

2. The biggest source of body image anxiety for dancers turns out to be the
dancers themselves
It was predicted that the biggest source of body image stress for dancers

would be the school or company selection system. However, in the actual

study, although many dancers ranked ‘school or company selection system’

as the number one source of body anxiety, ‘dancer's self-demand’ scored

the highest overall. This also reflects that in more than ten years of dance
training system, even if no one else's encouragement, dancers will have a
strong sense of self-restraint and management, which is undoubtedly one of

the sources of dancer's stress.



3. Unscientific body requirements affect female dancers more than male

dancers

Interventions for dancers

1. Intervention Targets:

6 current or retired dancers with a concentrated age range of 20-35 years
old who were identified as professional dancers were selected for the
intervention with the dancers. The backgrounds were from the Bolshoi
Theatre in Moscow, the Russian Dance Academy, the Beijing Dance Academy,
the Chongqing Ballet Company, the Guangzhou Arts Academy, and the
Department of Dance at Dankook University in South Korea. The dancers who
received the intervention were from different age groups and had
successively studied in different educational systems and different dance
genres both at home and abroad, which helped to better study the differences
in dance body standards among different age groups, dance genres, and

both at China and abroad.

2. Intervention:

Through the mode of one-to-one interviews using informational
interventions, the questionnaire data was fed back to the ballet dancers to
help them understand the prevailing problems and related impacts of dance
in the country. At the same time, the interview process was recorded in the
form of a documentary film, which served as the material for subsequent

interventions.

(1) The role of intervention:
a. Raise awareness: Presenting data to dancers can help them
realise the prevalent problem of unscientific body standards in the

industry and the risks that may be associated with such pursuits.



b. Enhance empathy: Helping dancers to realise that they are not
alone, and that many others are facing similar pressures and
challenges, thus providing psychological support and
encouragement.
c. Promote action: help dancers think more rationally and make
more positive changes, for example:
® Seek professional help, e.g. guidance from a nutritionist and
counselling.

® Participating in industry reforms, e.g. dancers who are
teachers will treat their students with more scientific body
image requirements and value their physical and mental

health.

(2) Conclusions of the intervention:

The Chinese dance industry has become increasingly demanding in its
pursuit of body image, not only influenced by ballet stereotypes, but also
ignoring genetics and scientific guidance and blindly pursuing the Russian
Ballet School's standards of body image. This unhealthy pursuit even takes
priority over the dance itself, resulting in dancers sacrificing muscle strength
and technical skills in the pursuit of extreme slenderness, which ultimately
affects the level of dance. Although some dancers have recognised the
problem and attempted to instruct their students in a healthier way, students
are still required to diet and lose weight to meet entry standards. The dancers
believe that the core of change lies in the leadership of the dance industry,

which needs to push for more scientifically sound standards and guidance.

Summary

Strengths:

In this phase of the study, | have collected a large amount of very meaningful



and valuable data for a more in-depth study of the Chinese dance industry.
Through the initial intervention, more dancers became aware of the physical
and mental damage caused by unscientific body standards, which further
caused more and more people to reflect and change their actions, and also

laid a good foundation for subsequent interventions.

Weaknesses:

| should use the data collected to make more comprehensive and in-depth
interventions, such as collaborating with more professional organisations to
carry out a wider range of interventions to promote a healthier dance industry.
Promote the development of more scientific and reasonable training and
dietary standards for ballet dancers, as well as the establishment of a mental
health support system to help dancers develop a more positive and confident

self-perception.

bibliography

1. Barlaan, Isabelle. Dominican Scholar Dominican Scholar Senior Theses Student
Scholarship Body Dissatisfaction among Ballet Dancers Body Dissatisfaction
among Ballet Dancers. 2019,
scholar.dominican.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1152&context=senior-theses,
https://doi.org/10.33015/dominican.edu/2019.HLTH.ST.O01.

2. Blakemore, Erin. “Sexual Exploitation Was the Norm for 19th Century
Ballerinas.” HISTORY, 23 Aug. 2018,
www.history.com/news/sexual-exploitation-was-the-norm-for-19th-century-balle
rinas.

3. “Body Esteem Scale (BES).” Www.psytoolkit.org,
www.psytoolkit.org/survey-library/body-esteem-bes.html.

4. Brooks, Katherine . “A Brief Visual History of Ballet in the 20th Century.”
HuffPost UK, 31 Oct. 2014,
www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/ballet-photos n _6077576.

5. Chang, Minxiao, and Yiying Fan. “In China’s Dance Schools, a Dangerous
Obsession with Weight Loss.” Sixth Tone, 3 Aug. 2023,
www.sixthtone.com/news/1013423.

6. Crossing. ““You’re Too Fat to Be on Stage”? American Dancers’ Collective
Confession Reveals Years of “Body Shaming” in Ballet Companies.”



10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Https://Crossing.cw.com.tw/Article/14133, 2 Nov. 2020,
crossing.cw.com.tw/article/14133. Accessed 5 Apr. 2024.

“Dance Health.”
Https://ladms.org/Media/2953/ladms-Resource-Paper-Dance-Fitness-Mandarin.
pdf, International Association for Dance Medicine&science. Accessed 13 Apr.
2024.

Daprati, Elena, et al. “A Dance to the Music of Time: Aesthetically-Relevant
Changes in Body Posture in Performing Art.” PLoS ONE, vol. 4, no. 3, 26 Mar.
2009, p. 5023, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0005023.

Davison, Kirsten Krahnstoever, et al. “Participation in Aesthetic Sports and Girls’
Weight Concerns at Ages 5 and 7 Years.” The International Journal of Eating
Disorders, vol. 31, no. 3, 1 Apr. 2002, pp. 312-317,
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2530926/,
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.10043.

Fine , Rachel. “What Is a Ballet Body? Responding to Triggers.” Dance Nutrition,
8 Mar. 2021, dancenutrition.com/what-is-a-ballet-body/.

Fine, Rachel. “Dancers Learn How to Define a Healthy Body Weight.” Dance
Nutrition, 26 June 2019, dancenutrition.com/dancer-body-weight/.

---. “Dancers, Fear of Weight Gain Isn’t Helping.” Dance Nutrition, 2 Feb. 2023,
dancenutrition.com/fear-of-weight-gain/.

---. “Ideal Height Weight Chart for Dancers.” Dance Nutrition, 4 Dec. 2021,
dancenutrition.com/ideal-height-weight-chart-for-dancers/.

Fine, Rachel . “What Is Diet Culture?” Dancenutrition.com, 27 Oct. 2021,
dancenutrition.com/what-is-diet-culture/.

Gan, Lu. “ 4 T BALF AT A SFERMUL IS % I 3714 -the Paper.”
Www.thepaper.cn, Dec. 2023, www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail forward 26711859.
Accessed 4 Apr. 2024.

Greco, Chiara. “Ballet, Balanchine, and Body Surveillance.” The Otter, 7 Dec.
2022, theotter.ca/ballet-balanchine-body-surveillance/.

Gregory, J. Claire, and Claudia G. Interiano-Shiverdecker. “Behind the Curtain:
Ballet Dancers’ Mental Health — the Professional Counselor.” The Professional
Counselor, 2021,
tpcjournal.nbcc.org/behind-the-curtain-ballet-dancers-mental-health/.

He, Yuhong. “LMZAR ZARRYZE.” Www.artda.cn, 27 Dec. 2020,
www.artda.cn/nvxingyishu-c-11723.html.

Henderson, Garnet. “What Would It Take to Change Ballet’s Aesthetic of
Extreme Thinness?” Dance Magazine, 8 July 2021,
www.dancemagazine.com/ballet-body/.

Hincapié, Cesar A., and J. David Cassidy. “Disordered Eating, Menstrual
Disturbances, and Low Bone Mineral Density in Dancers: A Systematic Review.”
Archives of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, vol. 91, no. 11, Nov. 2010, pp.
1777-1789.¢el, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apmr.2010.07.230.



21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

huang, yue. “BEHEx AL W TR EARKIN S, “WEREEREHAT? |
SimE - etk Www,jiemian.com, 17 Oct. 2016,
www.jiemian.com/article/904773.html. Accessed 29 Mar. 2024.

Jennings, Luke. “Sexism in Dance: Where Are All the Female Choreographers?”’
The Guardian, The Guardian, 28 Apr. 2013,
www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/apr/28/women-choreographers-glass-ceiling.
JULIE. 1/ [E& ] s C 88 75 0?7 - BREEHIt 1
BalleriMa. 11 June 2022, balletmamalife.com/ballet history/. Accessed 6 Apr.
2024.

Kelly, Deirdre. “The Cult of Thin.” Dance Magazine, 29 June 2016,
www.dancemagazine.com/the-cult-of-thin/.

KentGBecker, and 2020 0 Comments. “Step of the Day: Grand Jeté - a Split
Leap.” Ballet Focus, 28 Sept. 2020, balletfocus.com/step-of-the-day-grand-jete/.
Kourlas, Gia. “EE5 SRR 5 A H| B b #7520 > 290177 7 34, T May
2021, cn.nytimes.com/culture/20210506/what-is-a-ballet-body/. Accessed 6 Apr.
2024.

Lovett, Peter. Dr Peter Lovatt - Dance Psychologist - Dr Dance.
www.peterlovatt.com/home-2/. Accessed 17 July 2024.

Mackenzie. “The Gravity of Sexism in the Dance Industry.” GBC College
English— Lemonade, 16 Dec. 2021,
medium.com/gbc-college-english-lemonade/the-gravity-of-sexism-in-the-dance-i
ndustry-bc23004ef696.

Mainwaring, Madison. “The Place to Challenge Ballet’s Gender Stereotypes? In
Daily Class.” The New York Times, 25 Jan. 2019,
www.nytimes.com/2019/01/25/arts/the-place-to-challenge-ballets-gender-stereoty
pes-in-daily-class.html.

Martin, Matilda. “Men En Pointe: Ballet Dancers Kick against Gender
Stereotypes.” The Guardian, 10 Mar. 2021,

www.theguardian.com/stage/202 1/mar/10/men-en-pointe-ballet-dancers-kick-do
wn-gender-stereotypes#:~:text=Since%20the%20art%200f%20pointe.
McCormack, Moira Cameron, et al. “The Physical Attributes Most Required in
Professional Ballet: A Delphi Study.” Sports Medicine International Open, vol. 3,
no. 1, 20 Dec. 2018, pp. E1-ES5,
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6301851/,
https://doi.org/10.1055/a-0798-3570.

Mitchel, Alyssa, and Laura Stivers. Striving to Be Thin: Pressures, Unrealistic
Ideals and Essential Reformations in the Ballet World. 2014.

Nazem, Taraneh Gharib, and Kathryn E. Ackerman. “The Female Athlete Triad.”
Sports Health: A Multidisciplinary Approach, vol. 4, no. 4, 21 Mar. 2012, pp.
302-311, https://doi.org/10.1177/1941738112439685.

O’Hara, Lily. “Ballet: A Cursed and Complicated Beauty | Deerfield: Journal of
the CAS Writing Program.” Www.bu.edu, 2023,
www.bu.edu/deerfield/2023/04/26/oharal/.



35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

Ortiz, Alessandra. “Changing the Perception of the Ballet Body.” WorldWide
Ballet, 17 Oct. 2015,
worldwideballet.net/blogs/news/54300420-changing-the-perception-of-the-ballet-
body.

School, Loyola, and Gillian Ebersole. Male Gaze Theory and Ratmansky:
Exploring Ballet’ S Ability to Adapt to a Feminist Viewpoint. 2018.

Silverii, G. A., et al. “Eating Psychopathology in Ballet Dancers: A
Meta-Analysis of Observational Studies.” Eating and Weight Disorders - Studies
on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity, vol. 27, 22 May 2021,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-021-01213-5.

“Vaganova Ballet Academy Height/Weight Requirement.” Melmothblog,
melmoth.blog/post/142675479933/vaganova-ballet-academy-heightweight-requir
ement.

o FLIEA T H Timk . B RERS.” Wikipedia.org, Wikimedia Foundation, Inc.,
24 Oct. 2006,
zh.wikipedia.org/zh-hans/%E8%BF%9B%E9%A3%9F%E9%9A%ICY%ET%A2
%8D. Accessed 14 Apr. 2024.

zeng, Yiling. Thoughts on the Phenomenon of Body Aesthetic Solidification in
Dance. 18 Apr. 2021, m.fx361.com/news/2021/0418/8138443.html. Accessed 7
Apr. 2024.

“PHEITHE B, W EARFBORAIEE - L EARE M.
Www.art-Woman.com, 22 Sept. 2023,
www.art-woman.com/HongViewDetail.aspx?id=3410. Accessed 29 Mar. 2024.



