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Shaped by Dance 

Everyone ages with every passing moment. Unfortunately, the older we get, the more 

mental challenges we are likely to face. These challenged may come in the form of mental health 

disorders such as depression, or aging issues such as dementia. Finding a way to help combat 

these problems is vital for a healthy life. I have found that a person may be recommended many 

different medications, therapies, and suggestions to try and help counteract and combat these 

disorders. However, there is one activity which seems to stand out from among the others, and its 

name is dance. Dance positively impacts the plasticity of our brain along with other benefits to 

the body which can aid those with mental health disorders and can counteract issues associated 

with aging. 

Now, I have heard countless people say, “I can’t dance,” or “I have two left feet.” I can 

understand how people may feel intimidated to start dancing. Viewing videos of professionals 

dancing can be inspiring for some, while for others it can make dance seem impossible by 

providing unrealistic expectations of what dance must look like. I would like to mention that 

dance has a wide spectrum of possibilities for participation: from people just moving for fun to 

people who compete professionally. Picture a toddler who hears a song. This toddler has not 

learned to dance specific styles, but it is their natural response to move around to the tune.  

Dance is movement. Dance is diverse, and dance is accepting! 
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It is clear to most where my passion lies. Dance has been a very important constant in my 

life. Through all the challenging moments life has dispersed my way, I have always had dance to 

fall back on. I have seen the benefits of dance within myself and in others firsthand. The internal 

and physical benefits of dance truly surpass other activities as it is a whole mind-body exercise. 

Through observation, I have witnessed people become happier and gain more confidence 

through dancing. Curiosity led me to wonder, what does dance actually do for your brain and 

body? Also, how can dance help people for the long term?  

There have been studies on how dance positively impacts the plasticity of our brain and 

our overall bodily functions. Dance is widely considered an all-inclusive exercise as it involves 

much of your mind and body to be able to enact. As Bursynska et al’s study presents, “[Dance] 

involves motor, cognitive, visuospatial, social, and emotional engagement”. This means that our 

mind and motor functions are engaged through dance. Motor functions such the head, hand, 

trunk, and leg representations become enhanced (Giacosa et al). In exchange, people may also 

find that their spatial awareness improves. Further benefits to the body that are also important to 

mention are the improvements to posture, balance, and lessened loneliness. (Teixeira-Machado, 

et al).  

As one will notice, there are many positive changes that happen within our brain and 

body as a result of dancing. Just like with generic exercising, Dr. Lovatt says that dance gives a 

“release of feel-good endorphins into the bloodstream… [and] helps reduce levels of cortisol – a 

stress hormone.” (Halliwell). Dance engages much more than just your body due to the use of 

active thinking, unlike generic exercising. 

Another aspect of dance is how it mediates a person’s emotional state. The promotion of 

emotional wellbeing along with social interaction has been supported strongly through dancing. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
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For ages, dance has been a means of social engagement and used as a form of communication. 

There is an inclusiveness that encompasses dance by providing a safe outlet of expression for 

people. The connection of the music felt through the movement of your body and your 

connection into the floor can be a very freeing experience for many. It can even be used as a 

grounding method to give someone both an outlet and a purpose. This sense of security and 

freedom makes dance perfect for use in therapy. It is the emotional support which dance provides 

that embarks on helping those with mental health disorders such as depression.  

All of these benefits may seem unreal. However, by looking to scientific studies and 

evidence of brain function, we can begin to process how dance makes all of this happen. There 

are a variety of methods used to study the benefits of dance, most common are the use of 

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI). Using MRI studies, one can view how the brain becomes 

engaged through dance. The brain’s plasticity can also be shown in this mannor. Viewable from 

the MRI studies are the changes of white matter and grey matter within the brain (Teixeira-

Machado, et al and Giacosa et al). If you are like me at all, you may have felt lost by this study’s 

observation. To break it down, the grey matter is an information processor which controls 

“sensory and muscular activity” and the white matter is what helps our brain communicate and 

therefore react from the grey matter to the rest of our body (The Human Memory). With this 

explanation, there is a better understanding of the changes experienced within the brain. In turn, 

we can gain a better perspective on how this effects our mind and body overall.  

The areas that show the most significant increase in the brain are the areas that contribute 

to a person’s attention, auditory and visual response, along with memory (Rehfeld et al). There 

were improvements shown in many areas of memory such as spatial memory and verbal memory 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
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(Teixeira-Machado, et al). With those presenting benefits to the brain, it is clear why dance has 

been used as an aid against aging issues associated with dementia. 

With so many apparent benefits, it is not surprising to learn that dance can be used as a 

therapy form to help fight mental disorders. Dance (more specifically in this case study, Dance 

Movement Therapy) helps provide an outlet to connect, to express, and to help let go of emotions 

(Fletcher and Gerschwitz). This is a perfect option for those who are seeking help but do not feel 

comfortable with talk therapy. Dance movement therapy (DMT) places a focus on the connection 

between your mind and body. 

Just as there are many different styles and forms of dance, there are also different 

methods of DMT which can achieve different goals. Countless methods can be put into practice 

to invoke different interactions and outcomes. DMT is often practiced in a group setting with the 

moderator/therapist. This individual may start the group off with a movement, though the 

direction and the movement will change with each participant’s interpretation. Others may adapt 

another’s movement and the motion as a whole will evolve. This method serves to help those 

who experience a lack of attention or the ability to relate. Gross-Cohen and Eisikovits wrote an 

article where they interviewed and observed dance movement therapists. They mention that there 

are studies that delve into how the body can internalize and store experiences as memories 

(Gross-Cohen and Eisikovits). It is through DMT that one can potentially bring out those 

memories and work through them. From the perspective of a therapist, DMT provides a portal to 

understand more.  Dance movement therapists’ outlook brings into focus the self-realization and 

improvement one can experience through dance and movement.  

Another study on the psychophysiological effects of DMT with mild dementia patients 

goes to prove how dance, as used for therapy, shows a significant decrease in depression, 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
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loneliness, and negative mood along with increased cognitive function (Ho et al). For this reason, 

dance is such an important activity for those struggling with their mental health. I am sure many 

people can relate to the emotional state that is associated with depression. I am always amazed at 

how dance helps provide a release from these feelings and allows you to channel those difficult 

emotions into something empowering.  

It is also incredible how participation in DMT can help decrease the risks of aging related 

mental disorders such as dementia (Ho et al). People who suffer from Dementia are likely to 

experience impairment of memory, language, and daily functions, while also experiencing 

behavioral changes (Ho et al). A study by New England Journal of Medicine shows that dancing 

frequently has the greatest results in helping reduce the risks of dementia by 76% (Powers). By 

participating in dance, the mind is constantly being engaged in a variety of areas including the 

motor functions.  

Dance has no age limit for when you can start. There are, however, differences in the 

impact that dance has on both mind and body at different ages and stages of life. There is a study 

of brain functions that includes young individuals and older adults and presents some of these 

differences.  

In this study, Kirsch et al. selected a group of young individuals and older adults that 

lacked dance training. They participated in evaluations, MRI testing, and simulation training. 

The end results showed that younger individuals excel in physical implementation which may be 

due to “overall better physical condition and motor learning abilities” (Kirsch, et al). Whereas 

older adults scored similarly with the younger individuals in the visual recognition (Kirsch, et 

al). It was discovered that observational training for young people showed very little increase in 

the activation of the brain. In fact, it was noticed that there was a decrease of engagement in parts 
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of the right hemisphere of the brain. While for the older adults, there was some increase in 

activation of the right part of the brain with no significant decrease of activity elsewhere.  

(Kirsch, et al). There were a few other differences noted in their study. Ultimately, it was 

determined that the older adult may have more physical limitations than that of a younger 

individual, but they can still benefit from the training. The brain functions utilized by the young 

group and the older adult group did differ in an unexpected way.   

Dance is said to have longer lasting effects for a person’s daily functioning (Ho et al). As 

it is a full mind-body experience, it aids in improving a person’s cognitive abilities and motor 

functions. These are the commonly affected areas of the brain and body when it comes to aging 

issues such as dementia. Although the effects of dance are longer lasting than generic exercising, 

dancing more often is a healthier choice for physical and mental well-being (Ho et al). 

The possibilities to enhance plasticity of your brain increase the sooner you begin to 

dance (Powers). There is already evidence that older adults who have never received dance 

training can benefit from starting dance. So of course, you are likely to benefit even more if you 

start at a younger age. It was Powers’ recommendation that people develop new mental pathways 

so that when age starts to make some paths fade, there are still many other routes one can take 

(Powers). 

It is important to realize that although all dancing is healthy for people in some way, 

there are some important differences to understand. As I personally believe, dance is movement. 

If you can move, you can dance! It is not necessarily necessary to pursue dance training in order 

to receive benefits as all forms of dance will be beneficial in some way. Fascinatingly enough, 

there are noticeable differences between social and professional dancing when it comes to 

benefits to the brain and body. 
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Social partner dancing, such as ballroom, is speculated to hold the most benefits to the 

aging brain (Powers). As someone who has tried countless styles of dance, I can vouch for how 

different social partner dancing is and how much more of a brain workout it is compared to other 

styles. There is a lot of non-verbal communication that goes on between partners. Being able to 

interpret those cues is part of the challenge that stimulates the brain. This dance form also 

encourages social interaction which is also healthy for the brain and for a person’s emotional 

well-being.  

As has been shown, there are various forms of dance and all are in your health’s best 

interest. Different styles of dance will utilize different motor functions and can have a greater 

effect on the plasticity of the brain with long term use and training (Giacosa et al). It was proved 

that training for dance, long term, improves motor functions of the brain (Giacosa et al). It 

certainly requires extensive work and dedication to pursue dance professionally. It is worth the 

investment since it is also beneficial to your health.   

In opposition, a study shows that professional dance mainly enhances motor functions 

and balance in comparison to the many more benefits one can gain from social dance (Bursynska 

et al). Often, the mental health benefits are less likely to be gained as there is immense focus 

placed on the body rather than on the emotional and social aspects of dance. It is hypothesized 

that people who specialize in dance engage less of their brain to perform tasks (Teixeira-

Machado, et al). This is an understandable hypothesis due to the thought process of “practice 

makes permanent.” With this quote in mind as we think of dance, the more a person practices 

dance moves or figures, the more they develop muscle memory. With enough time, the dance 

moves or figures come more naturally and with less thought involved. It would make sense that 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
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those who specialize in dance would engage less of their brain to perform tasks, though this has 

not been studied in depth.  

Needless to say, there are still benefits gained from professional dancing. Growing up, I 

engaged in many different forms of dance. I have noticed that the various forms have helped me 

in many ways. Through this dancing journey, one form resonated most with me and that is 

ballroom dance. There was a desire to learn more and I began to crave an aspect of dance I had 

yet to experience for myself. I aspired to become a professional ballroom dancer. With this goal 

in mind, I began training with a professional coach and have been building my abilities from the 

ground up. What I did not realize was what effects this would have on me outside of dance. I 

find that I have more spatial awareness and focus, things which I had often struggled with 

growing up. I find it incredible how dancing so significantly engages the brain and our motor 

functions. It really is a completely different experience to train towards a professional career in 

dance or to dance just for fun. Both are equally beneficial in different ways. 

Dance is very diverse and is an ever changing and growing expression form. It is both art 

and sport. I admire that there is never a cap on what one can learn since dance will forever 

evolve. Through movement, I have found a way to express what I cannot with words. Through 

partner dancing I have learned communication and have seen an improvement in happiness and a 

decrease in anxiety levels. All these things are achievable, even to a person who has never 

received dance training.  

As previously brought to light, dance is movement. If you can move, you can dance. It is 

worth taking those first few scary steps so that you can then dance your way through life and 

reap the benefits of a healthy mind and body. The next time that you hear your favorite song, do 
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not resist the urge to move with the music. For that urge may just be the joy of dance, and your 

mind and body can only benefit from the movement.  

  



Piekstra 10 
 

Works Cited 

Burzynska Agnieszka Z., Finc Karolina, Taylor Brittany K., Knecht Anya M., Kramer Arthur F. 

“The Dancing Brain: Structural and Functional Signatures of Expert Dance Training” 

Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, vol. 11, November 2017 

doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2017.00566  

Fletcher, Rachel and Heidi Gerschwitz “Dance Movement Therapy for the Treatment of 

Depression” Australian Counselling Research Journal, vol. 13, Issue 1, 2019 

www.acrjournal.com.au/resources/assets/journals/Volume-13-Issue-1-2019/Volume-13-

Issue-1-2019-FULL.pdf#page=29 

Giacosa, Chiara, et al. “The Descending Motor Tracts Are Different in Dancers and Musicians.” 

Brain Structure & Function, vol. 224, no. 9, Dec. 2019, pp. 3229–3246. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1007/s00429-019-01963-0. 

“Gray and White Matter: Structure and Functions” The Human Memory October 2019 

https://human-memory.net/gray-white-matter/ 

Gross-Cohen, Iris and Zvi Eisikovits ‘“My Body Was Telling Me the Direction:” The Bodily 

Dimension in the Dance/Movement Therapists’ Working Experiences.” The Arts in 

Psychotherapy., vol. 61, 2018, p. 57-65. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1016/j.aip.2017.12.004. 

ezproxy.clark.edu:12151/science/article/pii/ S0197455616302234?via%3Dihub 

Halliwell, Rachel. “Why dancing feels so good” The Telegraph. 29 April 2016 

www.telegraph.co.uk/good-news/seven-seas/why-dancing-feels-good/ 

Kirsch, Louise P., Nadine Diersch, Dilini K. Sumanapala, and Emily S. Cross, “Dance Training 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2017.00566
http://www.acrjournal.com.au/resources/assets/journals/Volume-13-Issue-1-2019/Volume-13-Issue-1-2019-FULL.pdf#page=29
http://www.acrjournal.com.au/resources/assets/journals/Volume-13-Issue-1-2019/Volume-13-Issue-1-2019-FULL.pdf#page=29
https://human-memory.net/gray-white-matter/
https://ezproxy.clark.edu:12151/science/article/pii/%20S0197455616302234?via%3Dihub
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/good-news/seven-seas/why-dancing-feels-good/


Piekstra 11 
 

Shapes Action Perception and Its Neural Implementation within the Young and Older  

Adult Brain.” Neural Plasticity., July 2018, pp. 1–20. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1155/2018/5459106. 

Powers, Richard “Use It or Lose It: Dancing Makes You Smarter, Longer.” Stanford Dance  

July 2010,  socialdance.stanford.edu/syllabi/smarter.htm 

Rainbow T H Ho, PhD, Ted C T Fong, MPhil, Wai Chi Chan, MD, Joseph S K Kwan, MD,  

Patrick K C Chiu, MD, Joshua C Y Yau, BA, Linda C W Lam, MD. 

“Psychophysiological Effects of Dance Movement Therapy and Physical Exercise on 

Older Adults With Mild Dementia: A Randomized Controlled Trial.” The Journals of 

Gerontology: Series B, Volume 75, Issue 3, March 2020, p. 560–570, 

doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gby145 

Rehfeld, Kathrin, Angie Lüders, Anita Hökelmann, Volkmar Lessmann, Joern Kaufmann, Tanja 

Brigadski, Patrick Müller, and Notger G. Müller “Dance training is superior to repetitive 

physical exercise in inducing brain plasticity in the elderly” PLoS ONE 13(7): e0196636 

July 11, 2018 doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196636  

Teixeira-Machado, Lavinia, Ricardo Mario Arida, and Jairde Jesus Mari “Dance for 

neuroplasticity: A descriptive systematic review” Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews      

Vol. 96, January 2019, p.232-240, edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4685781/ 

mod_resource/content/1/Dance%20for%20neuroplasticity.pdf 

https://socialdance.stanford.edu/syllabi/smarter.htm
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gby145
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196636
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014976341830664X?via%3Dihub#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01497634
https://clarkcoll-my.sharepoint.com/personal/m_piekstra_students_clark_edu/Documents/Vol.%2096
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4685781/%20mod_resource/content/1/Dance%20for%20neuroplasticity.pdf
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/4685781/%20mod_resource/content/1/Dance%20for%20neuroplasticity.pdf

