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ABSTRACT 

 Dance/movement therapy has been shown to be a viable therapy for those with a range of 

conditions. Focusing on the mind/body connection can enhance and help the healing process 

while doing so in a creative manner. Since dance relies on both mental and physical capacities, it 

can promote improvement in both areas of health and even reverse symptoms associated with 

those who may have debilitating problems. To explore this, surveys and interviews were 

conducted to further learn about the impact of dance on health. The data indicates that dance not 

only has multiple benefits but can be a viable form of treatment. For example, the results 

indicated that accessibility of taking a dance class allowed this exercise form to be reached by a 

wide range of people, from healthy professionals to those seeking alternate exercise options to 

those with movement disorders such as Parkinson’s Disease because of the safe environment and 

open structure of the classroom. Furthermore, the classes also offer the activity to many people at 

one time, providing social interactions for those who participate, thereby fostering a network of 

people that can encourage them to continue going to classes and have a stable workout routine. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, quality of life has been a topic of considerable interest, with an emphasis 

on personal health and well-being. While the physical state of the body has always indicated the 

level of “fitness” of a person, what has become increasingly stressed is the mental component. 

Memory, emotional stability, and confidence are all factors which play a role in whether 

someone is deemed “healthy”. Rather than prescribing a patient medication or telling them they 

need to “hit the gym”, a greater range of measures have been taken to treat the mental 

functioning of an individual. But if both components of the human body are equally important, 

can there be a way to impact both at the same time? The literature suggests that the answer is 

yes; increasingly over the past decade, people have been turning to forms of exercise that targets 

not only skeletal and cardio muscle fitness, but also memory and cognitive improvements. 

Examples such as Zumba, cross-fit, barre classes, and even dance aerobics give people an 

opportunity to exercise their physical and mental capacities while also having fun with it. 

Alternative forms of exercise are becoming popular across society, with studies showing that it 

provides people who may not be able to utilize a gym efficiently, perhaps due to a previous 

injury, with a means of exercising without endangering their condition. Interestingly, one form of 

exercise, which hasn’t been studied a great deal, targets not only the components previously 

mentioned above, but many others as well – and more. This movement challenges and fosters 

skills such as cooperation, problem-solving, memorization, fine motor functioning, and team 

building, all while providing a creative outlet to explore and experiment with. This form is truly 

a “medication” in itself, with the capability to truly improve quality of life. What is this exercise? 

Dance. 
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BACKGROUND 

The scientific literature indicates that exercise helps improve health at a physiological 

level. This applies to people across society, with and without mental or physical issues (Simmons 

and Brown, 2013). However, for those who may not have access to a public exercise facility, 

such as a gym, or who cannot properly use the facilities or exercise equipment, they may need to 

find alternative methods for maintaining their health. Dance is an option that has a wide range of 

benefits and can be safer and more accessible to certain populations of people. For healthy 

individuals, dance can serve as another form of exercise, but for those with debilitating problems 

such as Parkinson’s Disease, Alzheimer’s, or Dementia, the effects of dance may serve as a new 

form of therapy to either lessen the symptoms associated with these diseases or slow the risk of 

developing them. Loss of memory, physical stamina, muscle mass, and coordination along with 

onset of loneliness and lack of interest in life can all occur with age; however, alternative forms 

of exercise such as dance may lessen these symptoms. The benefits of dance are numerous, and 

are associated not only with physical strength, although it is a huge factor, but other areas of 

health as well. Cardiovascular stamina, muscle tone and strength, high cognitive performance, 

rhythm, coordination, social skills, and mind-body connection are all positive qualities that dance 

can impact.  

Physical Benefits 

In terms of physicality and movement, dance improves areas such as muscle strength and 

tone, endurance, flexibility, balance, and spatial awareness. The side-to-side movements 

common among dance steps strengthen weight-bearing bones such as the femur, tibia, and fibula, 

while other movements such as hip dips, figure eights, circles, and shimmies impact the lower 

back, hip joints, and ligaments, ultimately increasing full range of motion and strength in these 
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areas (Alpert, 2010). The effects of these movements not only facilitate better posture but 

reduces the risk of lower back problems. Depending on the intensity and type of dance being 

performed, benefits such as cardiovascular conditioning can also be targeted. Dance can be 

equally beneficial as biking, jogging, swimming, and running on the treadmill. This is primarily 

due to the continuous motion that dance requires, requiring increased heart rate and contractility, 

thereby increasing endurance, much like running would do. Furthermore, dancing for an hour 

continuously can utilize between 200-500 calories (Alpert, 2010), with most dance classes 

utilizing more due to class lengths generally lasting more than an hour. For example, a class in 

the UA dance program usually lasts a minimum of 80 minutes per class, ranging to 150 minutes 

in some classes. Other dance sessions, such as rehearsals, can last all day. In this regard, dancing 

can be equated to running a marathon.  

Furthermore, core strength is extremely important in dance technique because a majority 

of movements stem from the center of the body. Proper core strength will facilitate better 

stabilization in all areas of dancing – pirouettes, balancing, and the ability to hold unnatural 

poses for extended periods of time (Watson et al, 2017). Core strength also allows the dancer to 

have more control over their body while moving, which ultimately enhances the fluidity of the 

dance. Because of the emphasis on core strength throughout all the dance movements performed, 

dancers generally have increased abdominal muscle strength, as well as increased endurance for 

this muscle group. In addition to core strength, back strength is equally as important during 

dancing (refer to Figure 1). All arm movements, if done properly, rely substantially on a stable 

point of skeletal attachment, i.e., shoulder girdle, ribs and vertebrae, enabling the arms to move 

fluidly from this base. Therefore, to execute proper port de bras (carriage of the arms), back 

exercises are critical. Not only does the back have an impact on arm placement and posture, but 
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many common poses, such as arabesque, require both flexibility and strength in the back. In this 

way, the muscles of the arm and shoulder girdle can provide the range of dance movements 

required. As a result, those who participate in dance ultimately will have a stronger core and 

back strength. 

Finally, dance differs from other common exercises by the muscles it emphasizes. While 

going to the gym, biking, or running will generally target larger muscles and muscle groups like 

the quadriceps femoris, gluteus maximus, and biceps brachii and brachialis, dance targets muscle 

groups that are much smaller and control more refined movements (refer to Figure 1). 

Oftentimes, people are not aware they have these muscles or how to control them. An example is 

what dancers call “turnout muscles”. These muscles are the lateral rotators of the hip and include 

the piriformis, gemellus superior, obturator internus, gemellus inferior, obturator externus, and 

quadrates femoris (Matte, 2017). These muscles laterally rotate the hip, stretching muscles that 

attach to the femur, and thus facilitating a spiraling movement of the leg muscles, which 

strengthens stance, balance, and control, movements that can positively impact health for non-

dancers. Figure 1 shows select muscle groups that are utilized while dancing. 

 

Figure 1: Muscle groups utilized during dance 
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Other muscles, such as the intrinsic feet muscles, are continuously being strengthened 

(see Figure 2). While these do not have as many benefits for non-dancers, foot strength can be 

associated with strength of calf muscles, which do have positive impacts on gait and stance and 

thus overall health. Figure 2 shows the muscles of the foot. Finally, another group of muscles 

that are not commonly focused on are the neck muscles. Choreography oftentimes utilizes 

movement of the head and so taking care of the neck is of utmost importance. Thus, exercises to 

strengthen muscles supporting and stabilizing the vertebral column are generally emphasized to 

increase the dancer’s safety. 

 

Figure 2: Muscles of the Foot 

 

Cognitive Benefits 

While dance certainly has physical benefits, it also requires certain layers of mental 

performance. In order to incorporate choreography immediately, dancers must utilize their 

problem-solving skills (i.e what areas they need to work on and how to manage time efficiently), 

as well as their memory skills such as being able to remember what comes next in a combination 

while remembering the correct techniques and rhythm patterns. Dance also “helps the older brain 
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form new interconnections and to work faster… [as well as] increases the temporal and 

prefrontal brain activity responsible for the improvement of memory, the ability to multitask and 

plan, as well as improves attention” (Alpert, 2010). Not only are dancers required to do all these 

separate functions, but they are required to do them simultaneously. Dance also utilizes the brain 

in a musical sense, stimulating parts of the central nervous system that correspond to processing, 

recognition, and memory. Furthermore, rhythm may “enhance brain operations through 

providing structure and anticipation in time. Rhythm may be the central processors to optimize 

[the] gestalt formation in the basic processes of learning and perception” (Thaut, 2013). The 

association of music with dance and being able to do both at the same time ultimately improves 

one’s ability to multitask. 

Physiologically speaking, dance stimulates several regions in the brain (refer to Figure 3 

and 4). The memory and learning component corresponds to the hippocampus, which is 

responsible for consolidating information to form long-term memories as well as redistributing 

remote memories to the cerebral cortex. The cerebellum regulates and maintains posture and 

balance, as well as coordinating body movements. The midbrain is composed of many nuclei 

with two of particular importance here, the superior and inferior colliculi receive visual sensory 

input and auditory sensory input, respectively. And the basal ganglia coordinates muscle 

movements by receiving information from the cortex and assorted nuclei and relaying this 

information to the frontal cortex and primary motor cortex. While technically all areas of the 

brain play a role in the ability to perform any complex movements, these areas in particular play 

an important role in being able to carry out the proper functions necessary to dance. Figure 3 and 

4 indicate areas of the brain that are active while participating in dance. 
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Figure 3: Anatomy of the Brain 

   

Figure 4: Anatomy of the Midbrain 

 

Social Benefits 

Finally, dance can positively benefit individuals in a social manner. Dancing in a group 

piece facilitates team building, cooperation, and communication skills, as well as teaches one 
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how to be self-aware of others in space. Taking class from a teacher will also develop 

professional skills, in the sense that one must know how to be respectful, take corrections, and 

work with others in a professional manner. For people who participate in partner dancing, dance 

can be a form of counseling for couples. Couples who take a ballroom class such as salsa, samba, 

or tango, must work together and learn the steps, during which time they are building 

communication and problem-solving skills. People are also more willing to participate in dance 

courses on a long-term basis compared to regular exercise activities (e.g. treadmill) (Kiepe, 

2012). This could be due to the fact that taking classes on a regular basis with other people who 

are also taking class regularly builds a circle of friendship that encourages continued 

participation. Having this support system also builds a positive environment and can help with 

mood, motivation, and overall enjoyment. Essentially, people who take dance classes develop 

social skills that further benefit and enhance them throughout life. 

 

Mind-Body Interaction 

Finally, dance is a mind-body experience that connects and facilitates proper functioning 

in all areas of the body. Dance provides an outlet for increasing emotional expression via 

creativity, as well as lowering stress, depression, and loneliness by being around others in a 

classroom and working with choreographers and teachers. In addition to being mentally and 

physically challenging, dance requires participants to be hard working and confident, which can 

undoubtedly have a positive impact on overall quality of life. Participating in a dance class over 

a long period of time will give a person the opportunity to foster personal growth and 

achievement, all while keeping balance in life. 
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Alzheimer’s/Dementia 

Alzheimer’s is the sixth leading cause of death in the United States and is the most 

common form of Dementia, impairing mental functions such as memory and cognitive skills 

associated with the accumulation of beta-amyloid plaques and subsequent neuronal dysfunction 

(Alzheimer’s Association, 2011). The symptoms associated with this disease gradually worsen 

over time, affecting the individual’s ability to perform daily tasks and interact with others. In the 

early stages of Alzheimer’s, memory loss is mild; however, in later stages, the individual may 

not be able to communicate or respond to their environment. People with Alzheimer’s generally 

live an average of only eight years after diagnosis, however this number is contingent on other 

factors such as age of diagnosis, severity of disease, and general health. While there is no 

treatment, there is evidence that supports that exercise lessens or slows the symptoms and 

improves quality of life by triggering mental processing and increasing physical strength (Brett, 

2016). 

 

Parkinson’s Disease 

Parkinson’s Disease is a neurodegenerative disorder that affects dopaminergic 

(dopamine-producing) neurons in the substantia nigra in the brain. It affects the individuals 

motor skills which then impacts their ability to function in daily life. Some symptoms include 

tremors, bradykinesia (slowness of movement) and limb rigidity, as well as gait and balance 

problems. While the disease itself is not fatal, the symptoms associated can be life threatening. 

There is currently no treatment for this disease; however, like Alzheimer’s, there are ways to 

lessen the symptoms that does not utilize any form of medication. Research has shown that dance 

may be an excellent form of exercise for those with Parkinson’s Disease (Earheart, 2009). 
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The Big Picture 

Individuals with mental and physical problems, such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s 

Disease, must endure many life-threatening symptoms that can ultimately be the cause of their 

death. However, with the right treatment and help, these symptoms may be slowed or even 

reversed. While exercising in a gym is not a realistic way for these people to strengthen their 

mind and body, dance could be an alternative option. The benefits of dance are numerous and 

encompass all areas of the body. Participating in an activity such as dance also insures that the 

individuals will be exercising in a safe environment that is free of heavy equipment such as 

weights or machines. Ultimately, dance has the potential to not only foster a healthier lifestyle 

but reverse or lessen certain debilitating problems. 
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METHODS 

The purpose of this project was to determine whether dance or alternate movement 

exercises can be a viable form of therapy for those who may have a debilitating mental or 

physical problem. Utilizing surveys and interviews, I was able to obtain data that provided an 

accurate representation of different groups of people who partake in this activity and gain insight 

into they chose to participate and how they believed the movement affects them – physically, 

mentally, socially, etc. 

Three populations of individuals, all over the age of 18, were surveyed. The first 

population consisted of people who participated in dance professionally or pre-professionally at 

the University of Arizona School of Dance. A total of 27 individuals, 8 men and 19 women, 

completed an online survey. The second population consisted of people who participated in 

dance recreationally. The surveys took place at Artifact Dance Project in Tucson, Arizona. A 

total of 13 individuals, 5 men and 8 women, completed the survey. The third population 

consisted of individuals with Parkinson’s Disease at the PWR Gym in Tucson, Arizona. 8 male 

individuals were surveyed. All surveyors were not informed of what the questions would be 

before-hand and all responses were anonymous.  

A total of 13 questions were asked on the survey and all signed a waiver of consent 

before continuing to the questions. The surveys were administered over the course of four weeks, 

from April 2nd to April 30th, 2018, with the survey for each participant lasting an average of 3 

minutes. The list of questions asked on each survey can be found in Appendix F. All questions 

were designed to understand how often these individuals participated in dance and how they felt 

it affected their lifestyles.  
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After completing the survey, several participants from population 1 and 2 volunteered to 

be interviewed. Each interview lasted an average of 20 minutes and took place over the same 

time as the surveys. On the day of the interview, I would meet with the interviewee at a pre-

specified and planned place and time at various locations in Tucson, Arizona. Before the 

interview started, there was a pre-interview checkup to ensure that the individual met all 

requirements of the research (i.e., were older than 18 years of age and had participated in some 

form of alternative movement exercise such as dance) and the individual was then asked to sign a 

waiver of consent. A total of four questions were asked each interviewee and all responses were 

recorded on my personal laptop. The following is the list of questions that were asked during 

each interview: 

1. How old are you? 

2. Why did you get into this type of activity? 

3. What is the most challenging part of this and what do you think you’re getting out of this? 

4. What part of the dance experience/movement is most attractive to you? (music experience, 

group aspect, rehabilitation, etc.)   

The interview questions were designed to understand how the movement exercise had 

impacted their life and why they decided to partake in that activity. Question 2 specifically 

addresses the impetus for starting their movement exercises, and 3 and 4 both follow up with 

how the exercises are affecting them and what benefits do they see they are getting from the 

class. 
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RESULTS 

Surveys 

Population 1: Professional and Pre-Professional Dancers 

Of the individuals surveyed in population 1, 18 people indicated they had some type of 

joint or muscle injury, while 8 individuals did not have any at all. However, all dancers indicated 

they had been taking dance classes for several years. Out of all dancers in population 1, most 

participated in ballet/point, jazz, modern, and contemporary classes, while other styles of 

movement/dance such as tap and yoga were less popular. Figure 5 indicates the variety of styles 

of dance and the number of people per category that participated. 

 

Figure 5: Number of individuals who partake in various styles of dance 
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  When asked what areas of health the participants thought had improved as a result of 

taking these dance classes, the majority of those surveyed indicated that almost all areas of their 

health had been improved. Factors such as quality of life, social life, stamina, muscle strength, 

coordination, balance, memory, confidence, and rhythm had all improved, with the latter being 

the most frequent answer chosen (26). Figure 6 indicates the number of people that felt each area 

of health had improved as a result of participating in dance. 

 

Figure 6: Number of individuals who felt certain areas of health had improved as a result 

of dance 

With respect to enjoyment perceived while taking these dance classes, on a scale from 1 

to 10, with 10 being the most enjoyment, 37% of this group (10/27) indicated their enjoyment 

level as a 10, with 87% indicating a very high level of enjoyment, rating it at 8 or above. In fact, 
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all of the participants in this group rated their enjoyment at least at a level of 6 or above. Figure 7 

indicates the number of people who ranked their enjoyment of taking dance classes from 1 to 10. 

 

Figure 7: Number of people vs ranking of enjoyment in participating in dance 

 With respect to the quality of their performance in classes, on a scale from 1 to 10, the 

majority of the individuals (20/27) also indicated that they felt they were doing very well in their 

dance classes (score of 8 or higher). However, there was an outlier that indicated they were doing 

poorly (score of 3/10) in their class. Figure 8 shows the number of people and their ranking on 

their performance during class. 
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Figure 8: Number of people vs their ranking on how well they are doing in their dance 

classes 

 When asked how confident they felt during these dance classes, there was a mixed 

response. The highest frequency (10 people) said that they felt they were doing a decent job (8 

out of 10), while the lowest frequency (1 person) indicated they were doing average (6 out of 

10). While several rated themselves a 10 out of 10, the lowest score given was a 5 out of 10. 

Figure 9 shows the number of people and their ranking on how comfortable they were in taking 

these dance classes. 
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Figure 9: Number of people vs their ranking on how confident they were in taking their 

dance classes 

 Furthermore, out of those surveyed, all indicated that they participated in some other 

form of exercise, such as training at a local gym, running, swimming, and bicycling. While 

training at a local gym was the most common answer, some other alternative methods included 

climbing and Pilates. When asked why they chose these other forms of exercise, the majority 

indicated that they were used as a form of cross-training to help with their dance technique. Most 

also indicated that they utilized these forms of exercise very recently, within the last year. 

Although aiding their dance was the primary goal in adding these exercises to their agenda, there 

were some that indicated that they did other forms to lose weight or that they simply enjoyed 

other exercises. One individual even indicated that they were forced to by their parents. Figure 

10 shows the percentage of people within the population who participated in other forms of 

exercise. 
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Figure 10: Percentage of people in population 1 who participate in alternative forms of 

exercise other than dance 

 

Population 2: Recreational Dancers 

 Out of all individuals surveyed in population 2, the majority were between the ages of 18 

and 39. There were 2 outliers, one being over 70 years of age, and one being between 40 and 55. 

8 were female and 4 were male. Only 2 people indicated that they had joint or muscle injuries, 

the rest had no health problems at all. When asked what styles of movement they participated in, 

all said they took contemporary classes, and most took additional styles as well as jazz, modern, 

and ballet. Yoga, femme, and tap were not utilized as much. Figure 11 indicates the different 

styles of dance people from population 2 participated in. 
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Figure 11: Number of people in population 2 who participate in various styles of dance 

 The majority also indicated that they had been taking these dance classes for several 

years, with one year being the least amount of time they had been dancing. An overwhelming 11 

out of 12 individuals surveyed felt that all areas of health had been improved, including quality 

of life, social life, stamina, muscle strength, coordination, balance, memory, confidence, and 

rhythm. The only outlier being an individual that did not believe their confidence had been 

improved. Furthermore, the majority of people surveyed in this population felt that they truly 

enjoyed taking classes, and that their confidence levels and social life had increased 

dramatically, with most ranking their level of enjoyment and confidence at 9 or 10 out of 10. 

When asked why they enjoyed these styles of dance, most indicated that the classes not only kept 

their physical state in shape, but it allowed them to have a social life and relieve stress. Many 
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found the experience to be encouraging and joyful, ultimately improving every aspect about their 

lives. While most did indicate they had participated in other forms of exercise, how recent they 

partook in this alternate activity was mixed. Many indicated they had done so within the last 

year, while others indicated it had been during their childhood. Figure 12 shows the number of 

people and how long ago they participated in exercise that was not dance or dance-related. 

  

Figure 12: Number of people vs how long ago they participated in non-dance activities 

 When asked why they participated in activities other than dance, some said they felt it 

was a good way to cross train their body, and others said it fit their personality more at the time.  

 

Population 3: Parkinson’s Patients at PWR Gym! 

 For population 3, all 8 individuals surveyed were male, with most being over the age of 

70. However, there were two outliers. One individual was between 56 and 69, and the other was 

between 18 and 24. All but one indicated that they had movement impairment problems, 

associated with Parkinson’s Disease. Instead of dance classes, this population of individuals 

participated in exercise and weight training classes that were specifically tailored to their 
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disability. All indicated that they had been taking these classes for at least a year, some up to 

several years. When asked what areas of health they felt had been improved by these classes, the 

most popular answer was in balance (7/8), while the least frequent was memory (3/8). Figure 13 

shows the number of people and what areas of health they believe to have improved upon taking 

their exercise classes. 

 

Figure 13: Population #3: Number of people vs areas of health they believe to have 

improved 

 While most felt that they had been thoroughly enjoying their exercise, some did not feel 

the same way. Some participants indicated that they received only average enjoyment from 
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taking their classes, and many did not feel as confident. Despite this, many still felt that they 

were doing well in their classes, even if they were not enjoying them as much. When asked how 

they felt their classes had helped them, the majority said their physical state had benefitted. Some 

even indicated that factors like their writing and stability had greatly improved. One participant 

even noted that they thought their Parkinson’s Disease symptoms had been reversed after taking 

these classes for an extended amount of time. When asked what other forms of activities they 

participated in, many said training at a local gym and bicycling was their major alternate exercise 

form. Figure 14 shows the percentage of people and the alternate forms of exercise they 

participated in. 

 

Figure 14: Percentage of people in population 3 and alternate forms of exercise other than 

their classes they have or currently participate in 

 When asked how long ago they participated in these exercises, most said it had either 

been 10 or more years ago, or it had been very recently, within the last year. No individual 
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indicated that they had participated anywhere between 5 and 10 years ago. And when asked why 

they decided to use these other forms to exercise, most indicated that the exercises had kept their 

weight down and that it afforded them a way to have a social life with others. One individual 

also noted that the exercise was a meditation for him, and that swimming laps was something he 

could do without thinking too hard. Essentially, these exercises were less of a hassle. 

 

Interviews 

Population 1 

 All interviewees were between the ages of 18 and 24. 4 females and 3 males were 

interviewed. When asked why they decided to pursue dance, the vast majority said they could 

not remember why because they had started at such a young age and their parents had placed 

them into classes. There was general consensus that their life had simply been revolved around 

dance because that was what they grew up knowing. There was one exception, who started 

dancing at a later age (18 years old) and said that dance had been an artistic outlet for him, 

something that other exercises and sports could not do. And despite trying all different types of 

sports and activities as a child, dancing was the only form through which he could be expressive 

and creative.  

 When asked to identify the most challenging part of dance as well as the benefits from 

taking dance classes, there was a mixed response. Some said that the most challenging aspect 

was to not be so hard on themselves and to be okay with imperfection, while others thought that 

the mental part of dancing was extremely difficult and exhausting. Most noted that although the 

general public would think of dance as physically demanding, the more challenging aspect is to 

find the meaning and intention behind the movements in a way that makes the dance look 
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effortless. Dance also requires a mind-body connection, and training to enable that is very 

challenging. One individual also felt that the rhythm and being able to hear and interpret the 

music was the hardest part of dancing. However, it was exactly this skill that this person felt had 

been developed the most after dancing for several years. While the majority agreed that rhythmic 

skills had increased, they also indicated that their quality of life had been very much improved 

and that their social life would not have been the same if they had not had dance in their lives. 

One interviewee said “while I loved dancing when I was young, I never would have continued it 

had it not been for the supportive and genuine people that I was constantly around. My teachers, 

peers, and even competitors were all understanding, and we shared a bond that only dancers 

could understand. Without them, I wouldn’t have the tight knit group of friends that I have now.”  

 Finally, when the interviewees were asked what part of the dance experience was the 

most attractive to them, there was a consensus on performing. Many of the individuals felt that as 

a professional or pre-professional dancer, the end goal will always be to perform in front of an 

audience. One individual said, “without performing, what is the point of dancing?”. Other people 

indicated that the most gratifying part of dancing was the expression; being able to express 

yourself without using words was an amazing experience. Overall, a majority of those 

interviewed felt that dance had improved their quality of life and had tremendous benefits, both 

physically, mentally, and socially. Most importantly, this group felt that dance was unique in that 

it was a combined mind-body experience, rather than just one or the other. 

 

Population 2 

 A total of 7 people were interviewed from Artifact Dance Project. The group included a 

range of all ages, from 22 to 82. When asked why they pursued dancing, some indicated that they 
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had danced as a child and wanted to continue dancing as an adult for fun, while others said they 

needed a stress reliever and/or a way to increase their strength, flexibility, and balance. Many 

also indicated that the social aspect of taking classes was an important factor in why they did it 

so often. One person said that “dance builds a sense of community and brings all those within it a 

sense of joy.” Another individual felt that they were not being challenged enough with regular 

gym time and that dance was not only mentally difficult but was a different kind of a challenge 

in that it was artistically demanding. Overall, those interviewed seemed to think that dance could 

provide them with a way to bring joy to their life and make friends all while keeping their 

physical state healthy.  

 When asked what the most challenging part of dancing was, many referred to the 

technical aspect. Carrying out the proper alignment and form of a technical movement, such as a 

pirouette, jete, battements, and arabesque was very challenging for this population. Also, having 

the mental discipline to achieve the physical feats was difficult as well. One person also 

indicated that remembering choreography and learning it quickly was very hard for them. 

Another person thought that working up the motivation to come to class even when they were 

tired or sore was mentally difficult. While the majority of those interviewed agreed that the most 

challenging part of dance was the technical component, one individual felt that simply the time 

of day that dance classes occur was challenging for her. She said, “I am much older, and 

therefore I like to go to bed early. However, one of the dance classes I take is later at night, so 

making it to the studio is difficult for me. But once I am there, I can relax and enjoy the class.” 

 Finally, after asking what part of the dance experience was most attractive, most had an 

integrative approach to their response. Some said that they enjoyed how dance was both 

physically and mentally difficult, while others felt that they enjoyed the expression and feelings 



Lowney 28 

 

that are evoked both within the dancer and the audience, generating interesting discussion and 

creating questions. Another felt that the combination of community, freedom, anxiety relief, and 

musicality had been a great way to fight their depression. The varying responses from all 

interviewees indicated that the best part of dancing was the integration of many aspects of life, 

which both together and independently are enhanced by partaking in this activity. 
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DISCUSSION 

 When looking at population 1 (people who dance professionally or pre-professionally), 

the vast majority have studied, or are currently studying in multiple genres of dance, including 

ballet/pointe, jazz, modern, contemporary, and tap, among others, and have been doing so for 

many years. Thus, the benefits that these individuals believe they have acquired as a result of 

dancing can be indicative of the long-term impacts of dance on health. From the results, we see 

that the consensus of people in this population believe that all areas of health have been 

improved, not just one or two components. This is a strong indicator that dance has many health 

benefits that other forms of exercise may not be able to provide all at once. Furthermore, not 

only did we see the health of their body increase, but their overall enjoyment levels were very 

high. Numbers between 8 and 10 out of 10 is very indicative of a strong level of enjoyment and 

satisfaction with dance. And although there were a few outliers which did not believe their level 

of confidence and enjoyment was very high, there may have been other factors affecting this. For 

example, outside variables that do not pertain to dance or the benefits of dance can have an 

impact on the person’s life, which may inevitably affect how they view dance. Furthermore, it is 

fascinating to see that the majority of these dancers only partake in alternate forms of exercise to 

enhance and supplement their dance training. Very few felt that they chose to exercise in other 

ways because they enjoyed it. In fact, most preferred to stick with dancing when it came to 

exercise. This finding indeed supports the idea that dance may provide a way to exercise while 

still enjoying it, without feeling like the participation is forced, which is very often the case with 

gym time and working out. Overall, dancers who have been taking dance classes for a long 

period of time show that there are unquestionable benefits associated and that dance may be a 

much more enjoyable experience than other forms of exercising.  
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 The individuals in population 2 (those who dance recreationally) provide a good 

framework for insights into the general public’s view, with the ages ranging from 18 to 82. From 

the data, we can see that the majority of the people surveyed felt that all areas of their health had 

been improved upon taking dance classes. Not only had their physical and mental health 

improved, but their social life had expanded and flourished. Because many felt that they found a 

camaraderie among their peers who also partake in the dance classes, this factor could have been 

a reason why many were so eager to attend the classes and thus get a workout in. While dance 

certainly has physical benefits, perhaps the more important aspect of this type of exercise is how 

it facilitates a healthy mental and emotional state which in turn can lead the individual to 

exercise more often. While I do not have data to say that individuals are less likely to work out if 

they have no impetus or person to encourage them, the results from this survey suggest that 

because of the social aspect included in dancing, dance can be a better option for exercise. 

Individuals who partake in it will be more likely to continue participating long-term if they have 

friends or people to motivate them.  

 When comparing other forms of exercise these individuals utilized, those who were 

younger seemed to do more intense exercise such as running and going to the gym in order to 

cross train and that they currently or had done this exercise recently. In contrast, the older 

individuals participated in alternative exercises many years ago and were now pursuing dance as 

their main form of exercise instead. This points to the notion that dance may be a safer and more 

accessible form of exercise that allows more age groups to be a part of purely based on the 

limitations of age and the physical constraints that accompany it.  

 For example, consider the individuals surveyed in population 3. All but one of these 

participants has Parkinson’s Disease and is over the age of 56, with most being 70 or older. 
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These individuals have movement impairment problems to a certain extent, and therefore, are 

unable to exercise alone and going to a public facility may be dangerous to them. For example, 

exercise equipment such as treadmills, weight machines, ellipticals, or even heavy weights or 

dumbbells could present considerable risk to these individuals. Not being able to utilize them 

correctly or running the risk of dropping them on themselves increases the risk of going to a 

gym. Exercising may not even be worth that risk, excluding them from the opportunity of finding 

ways to exercise. This is reason enough to find alternative methods of exercising for these 

populations of people, something that not only can benefit them physically but in a way that is 

safe and accessible. Dance has many physical benefits, and for people with movement 

impairment problems, they may find that this method of exercise could not only slow the onset 

of their Parkinson’s Disease symptoms, but even reverse them.  

 Looking at the results, most indicated that their balance had been improved as a result of 

taking their exercise classes. However, memory was the least to be improved. Comparing this 

data to those who participate in dance, the majority felt that their memory had, in fact, been 

improved. Perhaps if people like those of population 3 could have the chance to participate in 

dance, not only would their balance improve, but their memory as well. While memory is not 

necessarily associated with the symptoms of their disease, their overall health could also improve 

by participating in dance. Essentially, not just the areas targeted by their movement impairment 

problems would be improved, all areas of health could be affected. Furthermore, dance provides 

a sense of a social life, as seen in the results for population 2. These benefits could also impact 

those with Parkinson’s disease or anyone with a mental or physical disability as it would also 

encourage them to go to class. While those surveyed within population 3 already participated in 

an exercise class, they could continue having a group of people to connect with if they danced as 
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well. In other words, their social life would not be sacrificed, and they could certainly receive 

other benefits that dance can afford them. 
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CONCLUSION 

 While the benefits of dance are undoubtedly multifaceted, other factors that are 

encompassed within this exercise form could have very important benefits for populations of 

people with mental or physical disabilities. The accessibility of taking a dance class allows this 

exercise form to be reached by many different people, and the environment and structure of the 

classroom allows for a safe place to exercise, especially for those who may have movement 

impairment problems. Dance studios generally do not have any obstacles on the floor, and do not 

have heavy equipment. This also allows for more people to utilize the space, ensuring that they 

will not be harmed during their exercise. Furthermore, dance classes offer the activity to many 

people at one time, meaning that this exercise form is a group activity. While people do not have 

to necessarily work together when they dance, they can still enjoy the presence and friendship of 

other people also taking the class. This aspect of dance can instill a social life for the individual 

that can encourage them to continue going to classes and having a stable workout routine. Dance 

itself is also both an external and internal practice, external in that the individual can 

communicate and interact with others in the room as well as physically strengthen their body, 

and internal in that they have the chance to work on aspects of themselves and their personality, 

bringing forth creativity, mindfulness, expression, and overall good mental health. The literature 

shows that dance is incredibly beneficial for the average human, but perhaps this art form could 

reach other types of people, such as those with injuries, memory loss, or movement impairment 

problems. Dance as a form of rehabilitative therapy has not been substantially considered before, 

but perhaps in the future, the benefits could pertain to more than just professional dancers or 

those looking to get in shape. Perhaps dance can one day, be a way to help reverse symptoms of 

people that would otherwise be fatal. 
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REFLECTION 

 This thesis project turned out to be a lot more than what I thought it would be. While I 

knew I would be conducting my own research and writing a paper, I did not realize how 

beneficial the process would be for me. Simply going through the long and tedious process of 

filling out an Institutional Review Board (IRB) form and editing it many times until it was finally 

approved taught me many valuable lessons. For one, I realized that doing any kind of research is 

not easy, and there are many hoops to jump through. Second, it made me realize the history of 

why we have the IRB and how important historically it is. I am very grateful to have the 

privilege of being able to do research and to have the freedom to write what I want, all while 

ensuring that my methods are ethical. I have a newfound respect for all scientists and doctors 

who do research because not only is it very time consuming and challenging, but it is ultimately 

for the greater good, and the search for new information and knowledge is a very commendable 

practice.  

 I personally felt that the poster presentation session was one of the best parts of the thesis 

process. Simply preparing for it and getting to produce an amazing poster gave me a sense of 

pride and accomplishment. I now also have something to show for all my hard work. Presenting 

the poster itself was also an enlightening experience, and I really appreciated having the chance 

to work on my communication and presentation skills, something that is not easy to do. The 

poster session ultimately was a step in the right direction for my future path as a physician 

because it gave me a professional experience that can help me later on as a doctor.  

While I definitely struggled at times, I do not regret doing this thesis. Because of it, not 

only did I create a project that is noteworthy, significant, and pertains to much of my life, I met 

and fostered a wonderful relationship with a mentor in the physiology department. I think 
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creating strong relationships to teachers and staff, and honestly anyone, is very important, and I 

felt like I had a strong support system behind me throughout this process. I am so grateful for all 

that I learned and accomplished, and I think this experience showed me that life is not meant to 

be easy, but that the hard parts is what makes you grow and come out a better and stronger 

person. This thesis was finally my chance to combine my areas of passion into one cohesive 

whole, and I believe that in accomplishing it, I realized that being from different worlds can 

produce something very special. While I love dance and I love physiology, I love that this thesis 

afforded me the ability to love them both simultaneously.  
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