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Insecurity of employment means professional dancers work after injury  

Most professional dancers have to work while injured because they fear they will not get future employment if they take time off sick, research says.

The British Sociological Association’s annual conference in London was told today [Thursday 7 April 2011] that many dancers ignored nagging pains that could develop into injuries over time. 

Dr Jen Tarr, of the London School of Economics and Political Science, and Professor Helen Thomas, of the University of Arts London, interviewed 205 professional contemporary dancers, teachers and students in Britain.  

They found that they experienced as many injuries as ballet dancers but were working usually on short-term contracts with less employment protection than ballet dancers and no employer-paid health care.  

Dr Tarr told the conference: “Contrary to popular perception, it is not only ballet dancers who work through pain - contemporary dance is just as difficult and the injury rates are just as high. Further, the conditions of employment are often more difficult for contemporary dancers.

“The vast majority of dancers in our study had not only been injured, but had worked when injured or in pain.

“No dancer over the age of 35 was without an injury, and no dancer with more than 20 years of dance experience - keeping in mind that many dancers begin dancing around the age of five or six - was injury-free.”

She found that such was the pressure on the dancers that they tended to ignore some pains, thinking of them as ‘good’ pains that weren’t injuries as such.

“Dancers believe certain types of pain are acceptable. These include muscular pains, or aches after training. Dancers often see pains not as limitations, but as boundaries to be crossed.  

“An ache after training may however persist to the point that it becomes a more serious injury, but economic and other pressures of dance life frequently prevent dancers from seeking treatment until the problem becomes serious.  

“More troubling in terms of the long-term consequences was that a large number of dancers seemed unaware that ongoing, nagging or aching pains might also be signs of injury and that injury was not simply an acute occurrence.

“Most contemporary dancers who don’t work when injured will suffer financially, but may also find their reputations suffer as well, and they fear they will be seen as lazy or injury prone.  

“Some dancers had stories of choreographers, teachers or company directors putting undue pressure on them to work when injured, but for most, the dancers themselves were the primary source of that pressure.

“They were concerned about letting down colleagues or choreographers and directors if they were unable to perform, and about the reputational consequences of not performing, which might have a knock-on impact on future employment. However they also described their commitment to the profession, and their strong desire to continue dancing.”

One dancer, who was also medically trained, told Dr Tarr: “As a health professional, I would probably say that pain is injury - as soon as you feel pain, there’s something injured. I know what an injury is and I know that I should probably stop, but as a dancer, I dance because I love it and because I have to dance. And I think a lot of it goes back to economics too, and a lot of times that I have to keep dancing to keep making the money. So if I say, ‘oh I’m injured, I need to take today off’, it’s a loss of income.”

The research was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council and carried out while both researchers were working for the London College of Fashion. 
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Notes

1. The British Sociological Association is holding its 60th annual conference in 2011 at the London School of Economics and Political Science, where it was first based. Around 800 social scientists are giving presentations from April 6 to 8. 
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