Title: Dancing with Dissonance: The identity work of professional dancers
Abstract
It is well understood that disruption to a dancer’s identity threatens to terminate a dancer’s career and so endangers their embodied sense of self (Wainwright et al., 2005) However, less is understood on how identity dissonance (Costello, 2006) is experienced by these individuals. This is of significance as by understanding how identity dissonance is experienced, we can better identify the practical implications and contribute to the discussion on identity work (Brown 2015; 2017; 2022). This study interviewed fifty professional dancers who had trained and/or worked in classical ballet and/or contemporary dance in the United Kingdom (UK) on the identity work of professional dancers. Through the enactment of desired identities, professional dancers experienced identity dissonance in the negotiation of occupational selves. Resonating with theorizing on the unmasking of identities (Costello, 2006; Joseph et al., 2017; Mausz et al., 2022) this study highlights identity dissonance as a resource for identity work.  
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_rhXwcoYJ]‘And I know I’m not alone when I say that... I know it’s not just women and I know there’s a little bit, which raincoat or which coat are you going to put on that day to protect yourself’.’ (‘Participant 43’).
Participant 43 is a professional dancer who I interviewed to ask about the identity work of professional dancers – activities individuals engage in to create, present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive of the self-concept (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1348). Moreover, identity work refers to how individuals form, repair, maintain, strengthen or revise the role of identity work, to feel a sense of consistency and distinctiveness in their identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Applied as a linguistic metaphor in Brown’s (2015) study of identities and identity work in organisations as ‘the meanings individuals attach reflexively to themselves’ (p. 23), latterly developed in his study of identity work and organizational identification as a way in which scholars seek to theorize the ways people draw on their membership of organisations in the construction of the self (Brown, 2017). A nascent identity work perspective (Brown, 2022) providing critical and conscious reflection on identity work scholarship has since come forth to counteract streams of identity theorizing. This perspective moves beyond conceptions of identity theorized through dramaturgical and symbolic (Goffman, 1990 [1959]; Burke, 1965, 1989), narrative (Ricoeur, 1981; Giddens, 1991; McAdams, 1993; Bruner, 1987), role (Mead & Strauss, 1934; Simmel, 1950), psychodynamic (Freud, 1936; Lacan, 1977a, 1977b) social identity and self-categorization (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1985) towards the  adoption of multiple intertwined streams of identity theorizing and related research.  
Through identity work, Participant 43, amongst individuals involved in the research, displayed internal conflict in self-concept, a term commonly characterized as identity dissonance (Costello, 2006). Studied through an exploration of the construction of professional identities (Joseph et al., 2017; Mausz et al., 2022). The unmasking (Stephens & Higgins, 2023) of identity dissonance has been recognized as tension between the personal and professional self. These studies have highlighted several impacts of identity dissonance on the self-concept including a sense of meaning and purpose in life, losing oneself, disconcertion and lack of sense of self beyond a professional identity. 
Research on identities and identity work in dance asserts that ‘critical injuries threaten to terminate a dancer’s career and so endanger their embodied sense of self’ (Wainwright et al., 2005). Moreover, a ‘culture of risk’ seen in ballet normalizes injury and so encourages dancers to suppress and trivialize their pain (Turner & Wainright, 2003; McEwen & Young, 2011). Early on in a dancer's training evidence suggests demonstration of a willingness to accept emotional and physical suffering for the sake of ballet as a performance art and body as an aesthetic project. Young dancers must therefore attach positive meanings to their experiences as they learn to deny, re-frame or suppress negative emotions, and therefore position themselves within an ideal balletic body (Pickard, 2012; 2013). During COVID-19 lockdown restrictions the habitus of dancers were disrupted resulting in a form of suffering comparable to injury or chronic illness. Therefore, dancers sought to repair and re-establish social structures they ordinarily inhabit whilst engaging in reflexive thinking about their role, careers and identities as dancers (Moore & Emmerich, 2023). Similarly, disruption to the dancer’s habitus when they became parents ‘intensified the fragility of lives and livelihoods and brought new physical, psychological, social and economic vulnerabilities’ (Pickard & Ehnold-Danailov, 2023). It has additionally been evidenced that competitive dancers' experiences of harm (Stirling, 2009) are influenced by their social identities including gender, race, and socioeconomic status (Milne et al., 2023) and thus influence and reproduce systemic inequalities. This research emphasizes recognition of inequities that lead to potential harm as essential to facilitating safer, equitable dance spaces for all (p. 16-17) and advocates the use of identity theorizing in eliciting inequities. Therefore, theoretically informed social science perspectives such as identities and identity work can advance our understanding of how professional dancers negotiate identity dissonance. 
Methodologies and Method: 
This study sought to identify how professional dancers negotiate identity dissonance. To better understand professional dancers' identity dissonance, the study aimed to elicit how and why professional dancers experience identity dissonance and what this means for dancer's identities. 
The study adopted a feminist ontology concerned with social structures and gendered power relations and interpretivist epistemology concerned with meanings of social interactions perceived by individuals. Fifty life history interviews, each lasting 70 to 120 minutes, with professional dancers (n = 50), were conducted between October 2023 and March 2024. Life history interviews allow for meaningful understanding of how identities have been constructed temporally (Jackson & Russell, 2010). As a methodological approach they have been used and are rooted in historical, geographical, anthropological and sociological studies in history and memory (Perks & Thomson, 2006), understandings of pre-literate societies (Vansina, 1965) and everyday lives (Goodson and Sikes, 2016). Life history accounts have similarly been used within feminist epistemology to archive and recover stories of lives that may otherwise have been hidden (Sangster, 1994). To further enable understanding of lived experiences of professional dancers, codesign took place with three UK dance organisations (n=3) working inclusively with disabled dance artists, between January to March 2024. Codesign is considered a valuable way to engage with collaborators in participatory action research, a qualitative research method that involves all stakeholders of the research process in understanding socio-ecological concerns to bring about social change (Keith et al., 2022). Methodologically, it involves researching with people rather than about people (Javanparast et al., 2022).
An interview guide was developed to prompt life history interviews. It is common amongst professional dancers who follow a formal pathway into a career in dance in the UK that they engage in prevocational, vocational and for some post-vocational training before they establish a professional career. Therefore, life history interviews were constructed to reflect experiences of dance training, professional life, career trajectories, transitions, retirement, and future implications for dance. Interview questions for codesign participation were additionally influenced by reflections from initial meetings with dance organisations involved in the study, a research journal and email correspondence from co-design participation. Participants involved in the study were invited to bring along a photograph or object to reflect on their journey of becoming a professional dancer, which allowed for reflexivity between the photograph or object to elicit data (Harrison, 2002).
Sampling and Recruitment 
Participants recruited to the study had trained and/or worked in classical ballet and/or contemporary dance in the UK (United Kingdom) although were exposed to, had trained and/or worked in several dance genres. Purposive sampling was initially utilized to recruit participants who met the studies inclusion criteria, via direct message on Instagram followed with/or directly contacting participants via email. Convenience sampling was then used to recruit the remaining participants, some of which were recruited via a gatekeeper through codesign, as well as snowball sampling. The author (PK) had personal connections to several of the research participants having previously had a career in professional dance, which yielded the recruitment of participants. 
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was granted by Newcastle University and informed consent was gained before participation in research commenced. Participants were informed of ethical considerations prior to the study taking place given the sensitive nature of the topic and the potential for participants to disclose emotionally distressing experiences. Whilst none of the participants withdrew from the study, all participants were informed of withdrawal procedures in line with Newcastle University’s ethical standards. 

Data Collection and Analysis
Interviews were audio recorded and imported onto an encrypted device. All data were collected by the author and transcribed verbatim by an independent transcriber. Interpretive coding (Gioia et al., 2013) in line with an interpretivist epistemology, an inductive approach to analyzing qualitative data was employed. The author (PK) employed journalling immediately, post interview as a pedagogical praxis and act of reflexivity, given her connection to the field (as well as engaged in critical discussions with colleagues supporting the study). Initial concepts emerged organically through this process, overtime. The first order concepts were then sense checked via thorough engagement of participants transcripts and second order of analysis was developed in Nvivo12. After categorizing first order concepts and second order themes with relevance to prior literature on identities and identity work, the development of aggregate dimensions made sense of the phenomena that emerged.  
Demographics: 
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Findings: 
Associations with the desired ‘dancer’ identity 
Participant 19 reflected on a photograph of her performing, commenting on the internal conflict she experienced. She discussed that externally she appreciated the aesthetic qualities she exuded yet internally she felt weak and was experiencing pain. She described that the photograph evoked positive meanings albeit the physical suffering she was experiencing. 
Participant 19:	Yeah, I think … I look really strong in the picture and I think from … now I think about it, probably from an ego point of view of looking at like oh she looks good in that picture, she looks strong, her turnout’s good, she’s got her leg up there. So I think probably from an image kind of way I feel really strong in that. It’s me on stage, where I feel most comfortable on stage as well. Yeah, I think I just … probably at the time because I felt so weak and I was in a lot of pain, I think just to have this still moment of actually I don’t think you looked as bad as you thought you did at the time. 
 
Interviewer:	Mm.
 
Participant 19:	So I think I always look back at that one because I mean it was a piece that I absolutely loved doing and it was a piece that felt very comfortable in my body. I mean yeah I had the pain of having to do it but it came very naturally in me, the movement and stuff. So I think when I look back at that one, that’s something that I look at and I think oh, she was actually alright, she was quite good. But I think … I think if someone looked at that picture of me, they’d think oh you look fabulous on it, I bet you were having the best time. But actually it’s like hm, I was in a lot of pain and I was really struggling with that pain. 

Participant 20 similarly reflected on a photograph of her at a promotional shoot during her dance training. She said that externally although the photograph evoked positive meanings associated with being a professional dancer in exuding aesthetic qualities, she experienced dysmorphia in that internally she would wrestle with her confidence and sense of self and therefore couldn’t envision herself attaining the high standards she perceived were associated with being a professional dancer. 

Participant 20: I think for such a long time I just didn’t see myself as like getting to that level of like able to go out into the like professional dance world and feel like I was … I don’t know if good enough is the right word but able to stand my own ground... I don’t know, I feel like that one’s really like sentimental to me because it has that meaning attached to it.  
Interviewer:	Mm.  
Participant 20:	But I think … I also think when I look at it, it does also remind me a lot of like not feeling that confident in myself and I don’t know why … like I know why I didn’t but I’m also like why did I make myself feel like that for so long?... I actually just need to stop like almost like looking at myself as some sort of dysmorphia of like everyone else is here and you’re like here. 
Participant 10 described the meanings associated with being a professional dancer as traumatic, albeit a profession she loved and adored especially during times when a guest teacher or choreographer would lead sessions that removed feelings of fear and allowed her to feel safe enough to be her authentic self. 
Participant 10: Somebody who has gone through very rigorous, demanding (laughs), relentless training, to the point where they feel … broken (laughs). It brings up so many like … so many like memories, I must admit, as well. But yeah, because it was probably one of the darkest times of my life, so a very brutal, yeah, rigorous...Don’t get me wrong it was … you know, I loved it, I remember once we had a teacher that came in, actually we had a couple … you know that would come in for like a term or something, say another teacher was off. And it would be a breath of fresh air because they just saw you then for being you. 

Interviewer:	Mm.
Participant 10 : And those were the times that I could really dance and I could just enjoy it, without you know being in this state of fear because they were coming in, they didn’t have any agenda, they were only here for like you know maybe three months or whatever, to cover another teacher. And so they would … that was almost when it was like right, I can just totally be myself, they are just here just to teach me dance and I want to dance. And there was … I felt like I didn’t have any you know kind of baggage or history, I could just go in and be with them.








Messaging used to reinforce dancer identities 
Participant 19 reported that during her training she’d been told to silence the emotional and physical suffering of pain to perform the desired identity. 
Participant 19: I think in my training I’d been told don’t look injured, stop complaining, it doesn’t actually hurt, I think I’d built up this … I was really good at having this façade of oh look at me, I can do all of these things but actually I was on a lot of meds, a lot of pain relief. 
Participant 14 described that this silencing derived from the expectation of dance as a performance art and the body as an aesthetic project. He also discussed the expectations associated with the silencing of the body.
Interviewer:	Yeah. And what do you think … where do you think that silencing comes from?
 
Participant 14:	Judgment. Not because … the whole thing about dance is that you are trying … especially when you talk about like codified dance, you are trying to fit yourself into an aesthetic, right. And even worse when you have to fit yourself into an aesthetic alongside other people, obviously you’re in a company, you’re in a company context and your leg has to be like everyone else, your feet have to be as nice as everyone else’s. You have your rotation has to be as nice as everyone else’s. You know, and so there’s this kind of telling the body to just shut up because I’m going to rotate, I don’t care if I’m in pain. And also pain is just … it just comes with the job. And all that kind of comes together to this … into this silencing of the body. I don’t care that I’m in pain, it has to look like this, this is where we go, right.

Participant 19 was told to leave her problems at the door that she found conflicting given the expectation of bringing her whole self to class. 
Participant 19: I think one thing that we used to always be told was leave your problems at the door. I fucking hate that. Leave your problems. So, you’re wanting me … you want me to show up as my whole self to class, you want me to commit my whole self to this art but you’re telling me to leave my problems at the door. That doesn’t make sense.
Participant 25 was similarly fed the rhetoric of leaving you problems at the door which she found difficult to negotiate given dance was meant to be her escape. 
Participant 25: Like I was going through quite a bit of personal stuff and it was really hard to like just leave it at the door. Especially when like … like I always thought dance is meant to be my escape but like say … I remember I had a class, it was a physical theatre class and literally the week before I’d lost my grandma. And then I came in and we had to like do this physical theatre task where we were walking from one end of the room to the other. And the destination was basically like the end of life. And I just couldn’t like (laughs) take that away, I couldn’t leave that at the door.
Participant 10 similarly reported deprivation of attention that reinforced the emotional and physical suffering of pain, whereby injuries were prioritized and therefore created a lack of access to care. 
Participant 10: And this injury happened quite early on, and I’d seen somebody you know, they check your technique and everything, but it was actually nothing wrong like with that, they were just like need some treatment on it. And basically, I got put … I don’t know how, I got put to like the bottom of the list. Maybe again because I didn’t shout the loudest, whatever? But this injury went on and on and on and I never fully got to see him. And there were people who were … again it was all kind of like right, who needs this support, people were coming in saying they’ve got this injury, that injury. And so, it piled up and I never got to … in the end, got to see anybody.
Participant 43 described the opposing behaviors displayed by dance teachers in reinforcing dancer identities. She described one of her first dance teachers as being physically intrusive, authoritarian and demanding. Latterly she described a dance teacher who made her feel seen, nurtured and valued and so reinforced the positive meanings associated with being a professional dancer. 
Participant 43: The first horrible teacher I remember as being one, taller than me, physically intrusive, coming close, grabby. I’ll never forget her grabbing my arm and pulling me. And authoritarian and demanding. But then the teacher I had from 9, again she knew her stuff, so for me a good teacher doesn’t try and do everything. And a good teacher interacts, has good eye contact, doesn’t touch or if they touch they ask.  So they’ll say ‘You need to lift your arm more’, ‘You need to rotate’. Now you may not understand rotate at 12, so they’d say ‘Elbow up’ and they might touch...I felt nurtured and I felt seen and I felt valued.
Participant 20 described feeling validated by colleagues who held multiple roles beyond being performing professionals. She reported that categorizing herself as a professional dance artist allowed for reinforcement of the desired identity. Although, conflicts in meanings associated with being a professional dance artist were present, as she described feeling the need to validate the role to individuals outside the dance sphere, giving rise to identity dissonance. 
Participant 20: It wasn’t until a bit later on that I thought … that I saw that you actually end up doing lots of little bits of like freelance work. And you have your toe dipped in like loads of different projects. And also, you don’t necessarily have to dance in order to see yourself as a professional dance artist. I think for me the more that I’ve developed my understanding of it, professional dancer feels quite narrow in the sense that I think you can be a professional dance artist and work within that sphere and like you don’t have to dance every single day for that to be who you are. Like I haven’t done any like of the work that I saw a professional dancer having since graduating but I still identify as a professional dancer... And I think that has been a really interesting realization that whilst constantly trying to self-validate that like this is what you want to do and it’s okay that it’s not the like traditional career trajectory, you’re then having to constantly validate it to like everyone outside of your sphere as well.
Messaging used to discourage dancer identities  
Participant 32 similarly discussed messaging infused with exclusivity that evoked feelings of discomfort in embodying the dancer identity, commenting on the use of ‘optimal’ as unobtainable. 
Participant 32: I mean my work, I love it, like I can’t imagine doing something I don’t love...But there is this image of a professional dancer looking like … having an aesthetic you know, that is very exclusive. And I think that’s where my discomfort comes from when I think of the term optimal (laughs), which is something that’s used in dance science a lot. This idea of optimal dancing, optimal dancer, like what … like that feels like we’re working towards something completely unobtainable for a lot of people. And why should we strive for that? What is the purpose of that?
Similarly, Participant 38 discussed that although he’d been successful in being cast in his first classical ballet, mainstream dance companies weren’t inclusive which made him feel like he didn’t exist. 
Participant 38:	And I just want to put it out there that different mainstream dance companies aren’t very inclusive.
Interviewer:	Yeah. And what do you mean by that? How are they not inclusive?
Participant 38:	So …
Carer:	So dancers with …
Participant 38: So basically, they have no dancers with learning disabilities.
Interviewer:	Yeah, yeah. And how does that make you feel, [Participant 38]?
Participant 38:	I feel that … I feel like … what’s that word again, erm … I feel that I’m … I feel that er … oh I lost the word now?
Interviewer:	It’s okay. 
Carer:	Think of a different one. 
Participant 38:	I feel that you know when you go … you know when something exists in something …
Interviewer:	Mm.
Participant 38:	So I actually feel like I don’t … I feel like I don’t exist in the world
Participant 32 was discouraged by a parent in pursuing a career in dance due to the instability associated with the profession. 
Participant 32: I was told that it would … I remember my mum telling me that there wouldn’t be a lot of money in it, you’d work really unsociable hours, blah-blah-blah. And I was like oh I don’t know if I want that for my life. I was discouraged, like many dancers I’m sure, in taking that career because of how unstable it is. And as parents you probably want stability for your child above all else. 
Participant 3 was similarly discouraged by her grandparents for desiring to pursue a career in dance. She described feeling embarrassed to call herself a professional dancer due to the socio-cultural perceptions of the profession and pleasing family members by selecting further education that would allow for a more traditional career. 
 Participant 3:	I think it’s kind of the connotation and the stigma around dancers being not academically intelligent and they can only dance, that’s all they can do. And I remember like my grandparents, when I said I wanted to go into a career in dance, were just totally just shut-off, they just didn’t want to know. And they said I need to get, and I remember the quote, “a proper job” because they said that I wouldn’t make any money as a dancer and there was only a small percentage of people made it. Because they saw a dancer as performing on a stage, not kind of every other job that goes with it. And then that social influence had quite an effect on me because I then picked my A-Levels where it was half-academic, half-creative. And I think had I have not had that influence, I probably would have just picked fully creative A-Levels that I enjoyed. 
Interviewer:	Mm.
Participant 3:	Being a professional dancer has changed. So initially I thought it was very similar to what my grandparents or parents thought because that’s what I was exposed to. So a dancer who is in a studio, they perform, they train, they tour. I never thought that a dancer was a dance teacher, it was like someone who works in dance administration, dance science. I never thought of them as dancers or professional dancers, I thought of them as dance workers or dance artists. So, I think going through that transition of going through training and doing performing, to now being in an academic position, I still do feel I’m a professional dancer but I am honestly embarrassed to say it because of the stereotype around that and around dance.
Identity work undertaken 
Participant 19 described that due to the lack of support available, she would use medication to disassociate from pain to get through the day. 
Participant 19: I think at that time in my training I probably had a massive front. I didn’t really tell a lot of people that I was in pain. So I think mentally I kind of just built up a barrier and I was able to go out and do all these things but it just felt so painful to do. And then you just get up at the start of the day again, pop as many pills as you can and then just get on with it, which I think was just fed to us through training.
She went on to discuss the identity work employed to cope with experiences of harm that included physical abuse of being slapped across the legs and emotional abuse of being told she was fat, including shielding by detaching from her authentic self.
Participant 19: ...purely for my own mental health and my mental safety, I think I had to. I couldn’t go in as me because they were saying such … like they were being so horrible and being so neglectful... I think it was definitely just like a shield that I put up. And I had this confidence about me but then I’d go home and lie in bed and cry (laughs) thinking I’m in so much pain now (laughs)...But I feel like I was detaching me, sending a body in, being like right, don’t get to hurt me… if they say something horrible to you don’t worry like it’s fine. 
Similarly, Participant 43 metaphorically described a raincoat that she would use to shield herself from harm. 
Participant 43: ‘And I know I’m not alone when I say that... I know it’s not just women and I know there’s a little bit, which raincoat or which coat are you going to put on that day to protect yourself’.’
Participant 10 described bottling emotions to cope with the authoritarian and harmful nature of dance training. 
Participant 10: Do you know what, like I bottled it up. I literally wouldn’t … because there was even people in class who would cry and I witnessed this as well, there were people who if like a teacher was like picking or being … you know, being sort of hard on somebody, there were some of my friends who just couldn’t take it and they would burst into tears. And then you could see the teacher back-off because they’re like ooh, oh my goodness, what have I done? 
Interviewer:	Mm.
Participant 10: But for me, I was the opposite way, I just was … just couldn’t show anything and so almost in that way it was like so they would keep … you know, keep on at you like that. And so all of this, like I bottled up. And then it was … I would do that privately or you know … and probably my mum was the only one who knew how difficult it was. But it was really hard because I kept it all inside whereas some people I felt that … and it wasn’t any fault of their own, it’s just the way they expressed that. But it’s almost like a teacher could see oh right okay, maybe I’ve gone too far, let me just back-off a bit. But it was really difficult in that way.
Participant 36 described the masking she engaged in as an autistic person which was layered with not feeling like she could voice that she wasn’t comfortable with touch. 
Participant 36: So that’s something I think is a big barrier to lots of people...I think people don’t understand … I’m very good at talking these days, I didn’t used to be but these days I’m very good at talking, coming across as perfectly normal. Like they’ll ask me to do something, I’ll do it but then I guess like as an autistic person like I mask a lot. I don’t know if you’ve heard of that, masking? So, I don’t really control it, it just happens (laughs), like you get to an age that just … but then there’s a cost to that when you get home, like just the exhaustion of it. And things like I’m not very good with like touch and we do touch all the time, like it’s the nature of the classes that I work with. So that takes its toll as well.
Participant 36 went onto describe that touch is not something she’s going to ever feel comfortable with and the cost associated with coping with lack of understanding around consensual touching. 
Participant 36: So I’m always going to hate touch, I’m not going to learn to … it’s just always something that’s going to like upset me and noise is the same. Like you know certain noises are just going to set me off and I can’t really learn not to. I mean I can learn to hide it is all I can do but … and yeah, so it’s hard because I guess people think oh we did that last month, you don’t need it now. And you’re kind of like no, we always need it (laughs). So things like that make it hard because yeah, all of that like coping with that comes at a cost, yeah.

Meanings of safety 
Participant 19 discussed how nice it would have been to have a trusted person to talk to who humanized her experiences. She also discussed the importance of safe spaces to express herself. 
Participant 19: I think it would have been really nice to just have someone speak to me like a human, do you know what I mean, not this kind of little robot that has to have their leg there and this. And I would have loved just to have had someone that I could go to and say ‘I’m really struggling’ and them not question it and them not necessarily try to fix it or think of reasons why I shouldn’t be. Just someone to sit there and be like ‘That’s really shit. What can we do? What are you feeling right now? What does your body need? What does your mind need?’ And I think that would have been really positive. 
Participant 19: I think if they’d have given me a safe space to express myself and for them to support me, I would have brought so much more to the class and got more out of class. They would have got more out of me as a student.
Participant 20 discussed the importance of the relational aspects of dance in having someone to talk to who understands the culture of dance. She also discussed the importance of this support being accessible to her early in her career. 
Participant 20:	Yeah. I think it’s really weird because I don’t … like if I talk to someone who’s totally outside of like dance, like the dance sphere, I feel like I don’t get as emotional.  
Interviewer:	Mm. 
Participant 20:	But then I think especially when I speak to people who’ve either done it themselves or like have a closer connection with it, I just know that they know sort of where I’m coming from. 
Interviewer:	Mm. 
Participant 20:	And it just like take that barrier away. I think that’s why I get quite emotional about it but it’s not like a … I think it’s just quite overwhelming because I blocked a lot of it out when I was training because I was so focused on just training. And now I don’t have to block it out but it’s … yeah, it just brings up a lot of … I just don’t think I processed emotions that I was feeling a lot back then. 
Participant 20: And I think if we’d had maybe like wellbeing support in place, this is something that I could have gone to them and been like why has this made me so emotional? And then that like might have unpicked this a bit earlier rather than me sort of self-unpicking it.
[bookmark: _Int_RlpEGh1P]Participant 43 discussed the importance of democratic spaces that were open and equitable and the responsibilities of the dance community in facilitating these spaces. 
Participant 43: First of all, let’s start with the studio setup. We need to be very clear that it’s a democratic space and that it is open.
Participant 43: You know it’s deeply sociological and political to get equity, just gender equity, just conventional female/male, let alone with middle complexities. 
Participant 43:  We are responsible to create the atmosphere actually, we’re the people who have authority. And then I would encourage young people who feel you know, when I was talking to these young students in [UK], many of them are in dance, they’re performing arts students and some of them were quite young... I encouraged them to question.

Participant 32 discussed the importance of finding balance with dance that is non- consuming and doesn’t cross boundaries. 
Participant 32: But if you can get a balance and you can get a healthy form of love with dance, then yeah but I just think it’s very … we’re very lucky in that sense or we can be very lucky should it be … yeah, nice. So, I think that approach to viewing dance and trying to advocate for practices that mean that dance can be a healthy form of work and doesn’t have to be something that pushes people beyond their limits I just think is great, yeah.






















Discussion: 
Empirically, the main contribution made is to argue that through the enactment of desired identities, professional dancers experience identity dissonance in the negotiation of occupational selves. Resonating with theorizing on the unmasking of identities (Costello, 2006; Joseph et al., 2017; Mausz et al., 2022) this study highlights identity dissonance as a resource for identity work. 
Associations of the desired identity of a professional dancer align with Pickard’s (2012; 2013) theorizing on the body as an aesthetic project. Although, identity dissonance was present in amongst these feelings of perceiving oneself as weak, dysmorphic, lacking a sense of self and confidence.   
Messaging used to reinforce the desired identity of a professional dancer included external validation and recognition of embodied identities outside of the dance sphere, consensual and nurturing behaviors from teachers. Contrastingly, messaging of silencing the emotional and physical suffering of pain (Pickard, 2012), authoritarian practices, physically and emotionally intrusive behaviors, neglectful and demanding cultures from teachers in turn gave rise to identity dissonance. Messaging used to discourage the desired identity of a professional dancer included perceptions of exclusive identities, the reinforcement of the instability of a dance career and a questioning of an individual's authenticity.
Identity work undertaken to cope with identity dissonance included separating dance institutions from personal spaces to allow for empathy of self and build an awareness of pain, disassociation from pain (McEwen & Young, 2011), the shielding and detachment of one’s authentic self and masking of personal identities. 
Meanings of safety included finding balance in the negotiation of occupational selves to ensure a healthy love of dance.  The importance of spaces where individuals were seen as humans and felt safe enough to express themselves was highlighted as key to ensuring safe practice. This was emphasized as important early in a dancer's career. The importance of democracy and openness were seen as central to building equitable spaces. Therefore, practically, this work is significant to the processes of organizing as it contributes to better understanding of how we can support organisations to ensure professional dancers experience harmony in their identities. There were clear indicators of internalized oppression (Reeve, 2014) and shame (Brown, 2006) experienced by professional dancers, reinforced by those in positions of power which further undermined professional dancers' sense of self, safety and psychoemotional wellbeing.



Conclusion: 
In conclusion, findings from this study emphasize a clear need for the reinvigoration of cultures and meanings of safety in professional dance. Facilitating these conversations with professional dancers is critical to ensuring safe practice.
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