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As an organisation set up by and for dancers, it isn’t 
surprising that dancers’ health and injury has been a  
key focus for Dance UK from the very beginning. Then,  
as today, dancers were telling us that staying fit, healthy 
and able to perform is a primary concern. There have been 
some significant milestones that have been the catalyst  
for changes that have made a real difference to the way 
dancers are trained and to their working environment. 

Prior to the first Healthier Dancer Conference in 1990 and 
the subsequent research and recommendations published 
in ‘Fit to Dance?’ in 1996, specialist healthcare for dancers 
was minimal. The largest ballet companies were using 
physiotherapists (part-time!) but not much else was available. 
Dancers who had received treatment from sports medicine 
practitioners (happened upon by chance initially) realised 
it was effective and wondered what more could be learnt 
from the field. The conference and research explored the 
UK dance population for the first time, to better understand 
how injury could be prevented and dancers’ performing 
careers maximised. This has lead to the biggest companies 
having full inter-disciplinary teams of practitioners looking 
after their dancers’ health and fitness. Most schools now 
have a minimum of a part-time physiotherapist and 
body-conditioning practitioner, and psychologists, 
nutritionists and counsellors are increasingly a part  
of the growing support package. Smaller companies  

still find their budgets limiting but are more aware of  
what is needed and making difficult choices about  
whether to prioritise medical insurance, healthcare  
staff, dance science, conditioning, among other things.

When I was taken on as Healthier Dancer Programme 
Assistant in 1998, Jessica Shenton was leading the 
programme and expanding the ‘roadshows’, workshops 
and talks in dance companies and schools that delivered 
information based on the findings of the research directly 
to dancers. In those days not all dancers understood why 
‘supplementary fitness training’ or ‘dance psychology’ 
might be relevant. We frequently heard, ‘if only I’d known 
then what I do now…’, dancers really wished they’d been 
armed with more concrete information about how best  
to look after their bodies and prepare themselves  
for performance at an earlier stage of training.

This led to give a focus to improving healthier dance practice 
among those teaching dance at all levels. Working with 
the teaching societies, awarding bodies and the Council 
for Dance Education and Training we raised awareness  
of the importance of a good grounding in applied anatomy, 
physiology and biomechanics to teach dance safely  
and effectively, and to impart healthy messages to future 
generations of dancers. We delivered tailored workshops 
to teachers, provided information sheets and Dance 
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Teaching Essentials, and offered advice and consultancy 
‘behind the scenes’. It is now commonplace to see healthy 
dance practice included in dancer and dance teacher 
training courses, and we are hearing stories of dancers 
expecting a higher level of knowledge and understanding 
from their employers and asking the right questions to 
ensure sustained support for high-level performance.

The second Healthier Dancer Conference in 2000 was 
followed by the publication of Fit to Dance 2 in 2005.  
This second snapshot of the health and injury status of  
the (mainly subsidised) dance sector enabled us all to begin 
to see evidence of changes since the inception of Dance 
UK’s HDP. Some statistically significant findings included  
a reduction in the incidence of back injuries, fewer eating 
problems, less smoking, fewer dancers ignoring injury (ie 
seeking treatment earlier) and environmental factors being 
cited less frequently as a cause of injury. This last point is 
an example of the importance of Dance UK’s research and 
advocacy work and of the impact of campaigns for better 
dance spaces and floors. Only the other day I had a phone 
call from a local community hall wanting to install the right 
kind of floor for its dance classes.

The next major milestone for Dance UK and dancers’ health, 
wellbeing and performance will be the establishment of The 
National Institute of Dance Medicine and Science 

in conjunction with partners Birmingham Royal Ballet’s 
Jerwood Centre for the Prevention and Treatment of Dance 
Injuries; Trinity Laban; Royal National Orthopaedic 
Hospital and the University of Birmingham and University 
of Wolverhampton. It opens the first specialist NHS dance 
injury clinic in 2012, thanks to the Jerwood Charitable 
Foundation, British Harlequin and many of you! Talking to 
managers and dancers at numerous events over the last 
five years, and seeing the evidence of things that have 
and haven’t changed over the last 20 years, has 
reinforced Dance UK’s sense of responsibility to ensure all 
dancers have  
fast access to the high quality, specialist medical care they 
need. Dance UK evolved as an independent organisation 
with the interests of the whole dance sector at heart,  
and remains in the unique position of being able to pull 
together the relevant partners to find the best and most 
cost effective solution to support more, and especially 
independent, dancers’ health and performance.  

Two articles in previous issues of Dance UK News  
(Spring 2004 Issue no 52 and Spring 2009 Issue no 72) 
tell more of the Healthier Dancer Programme’s journey.
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British Harlequin plc presents Dance UK with £30, 000 towards the 
National Institute of Dance Medicine and Science, December 2010.
Featured: Angela Towler dancer Rambert Dance Company, Camilla 
Dallerup dancer and actress, Sarah Temlett marketing manager at British 
Harlequin plc, Kate Prince artistic director of Zoo Nation, and Dr. Emma 
Redding, head of dance science at Trinity Laban.
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