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Career Transition of Professional Dancers
Dear Friends,

Let me start to say that it is a great pleasure to have the opportunity to speak at this congress from the FIA. My name is Paul Bronkhorst. In daily life I am the president of the Int. Organization for the Transition of Professional Dancers (IOTPD) and the Executive Director of the Retraining Program for Dancers in the Netherlands. What I would like to talk about today is the topic of transition of professional dancers, what it entails and what programs are in place worldwide to alleviate the problems that dancers face when they have reached this inevitable phase in their professional lives.

Professional dancers are often called the top athletes among performing artists. It is an intense, demanding career, which requires passion and dedication. Dancers are so dedicated that they forget that dancing is their job – it is their life. 

The downside of a dancing career is that due to its intensive and demanding character it doesn’t last long. It is no secret that the physical pressures, competition, funding gaps and intensity of dance can also make it an erratic and comparatively short career. At a certain point, dancers have to end their performing career and choose a new profession. 

The interruption of a dancing career through injury or illness, or through gaps in employment; or the permanent end of the performing part of a dancers’ life often happens at a point when most other professionals are just entering their productive professional careers.  In the late 20’s or early 30’s most adults have made many commitments in their lives, are considering a mortgage or children – yet for dancers this is also most often the period when injury problems occur, employment opportunities become scarce and it becomes apparent that dancing not a life-long career choice.  When most young people are entering university, dancers are working towards the pinnacle of their careers. 

Yet  “life after dance” is in too many countries an overlooked issue.

The dancers perspective
Although professional dancers are used to learn and control the complicated steps, the decision to stop dancing is probably the most difficult one in a dancer’s career. In practice it means saying goodbye to not only a profession but also to a lifestyle. Dancers are confronted with the necessity of beginning a new career for the plain and simple reason that the high demands of the dancer’s profession can no longer be met. Physically and emotionally it becomes too difficult. That moment often occurs unexpectedly, mostly too early and has an incredible impact on the life of the individual dancer.
What makes it so difficult?

Stopping dancing has such an incredible impact basically because everything changes. Everything that the dancer could take for granted until that moment disappears. His or her life is turned upside down. 

To fully comprehend the problems of dancers in transition it is important to understand the background and the education of a dancing career and the demands of the profession. It is important to realize that career transition is not an isolated issue. 

The art form dance has high international standards. Not only artistically, but also technically and these standards seem to be rising constantly. To start training at a very young age is necessary to prepare the body for the utmost achievement. Years of specialized and dedicated training are inevitable to achieve the goals that these students have set for themselves. Not only to comply with the required level, but also because competition is fierce. There are only a few jobs and a lot of ambitious young people that want to become a dancer. 

Once they graduate neither the strong motivation nor the talent of a dancer is a guarantee for finding a job. To find a job also means tough competition. There are many talented and passionate dancers looking for work and the number of jobs is limited. Perseverance and the willingness to invest time, energy and money are necessary. Despite or maybe because the whole world can be considered the labor market. 

To pursue a career in dance means hard work, sacrifice and financial investment. Dancing at a standard of international level is demanding and time consuming. Schedules are irregular, busy and quite often unpredictable. There is hardly any space to develop and maintain a private life. In my country most dancers do not have a driving license. The reason? The answer is simple: it is not possible to make regular appointments with a driving school.

There is also always the risk of injuries. It is a physical profession and therefore the chance to get injured or have an accident is higher than in an ordinary profession. Sometimes an injury means an end to one’s career. 

Why do dancers terminate their careers?

One might assume that physical strain would be the first and foremost reason to end a career in dance. Yet the decision to leave the stage is based on a wider range of reasons. If dancers stop because of only one reason it is because a severe injury occurs. Surprisingly enough this happens not as much as one would expect. In most cases it is an addition sum of reasons: a contract that is not extended, increasing competition with younger dancers, difficulties in maintaining peak physical condition, disillusionment etc. 

And this is understandable. Dancers hold on to their profession in which they have invested so much, for which they have made sacrifices and that gave them so much satisfaction. One single argument is than simply not enough to take such an incredible important decision.

Stopping dancing is a decision with a great impact on the life of the individual dancer and has many dimensions. 

Quite often dancers are ill prepared. The outcomes of several surveys have shown that, despite the fact that dancers know their careers will come to an end, the termination of a career takes place earlier than expected. 

Time to prepare for this moment while dancing is almost impossible. Preparation for transition and keeping up the commitment for dancing is hard to combine and seems to conflict with the required focus and devotion. 

The end of a dancing career has also psychological effects. There is fine line between what you do and who you are is an expression that is very applicable to dancers. The question is even whether this line actually exists. Dancers identify themselves strongly with their profession and leaving it means that dancers have to reinvent themselves, looking at potential new interests. In 2006 the Dutch Retraining Program celebrated its 20th anniversary and we decided to publish book with the personal stories of dancers who had gone through our program. The title for the book we chose was: ‘There is no such thing as a former dancer’. It illustrates that you can quit a dancing career but you cannot stop to be a dancer. 

Another concern that a dancer will face is how to provide an income. During their careers dancers do build up a lot of experience an yes they do have the disposal of a lot of transferable skills, but finding a job is easier said than done. Employers are often not aware of what former dancers have to offer or don’t give them the recognition they deserve. But even in case an employer would recognize the skills of a former dancer, then it is quite likely that there will be suitable and younger i.e. cheaper candidates among the applicants. As a result it is hard to find a job without further retraining. 

And here is the Catch 22. Retraining will cost money and the question arises how the former dancer can pay for his retraining without further help.

Because the problem of transition is as old as the profession itself it is hard to understand that worldwide only a few countries have been able to establish specialized centers to offer support to those dancers that have reached this stage in their careers.
As I mentioned earlier the subject of  the life after dance is in many countries an overlooked issue. In the past some countries especially in the former eastern part of Europe and in the Nordic countries have sought solutions by creating early retirement schemes, pension programs that allow dancers to stop at a certain age and receive a pension. These type of provisions however are slowly disappearing. First and foremost because they are becoming too expensive. Secondly providing an income for dancers for the rest of their lives has proven not to be the most adequate solution. Most of the times the benefits provided by early pension programs tend to be low and dancers are obliged to find an additional job anyway to supplement the benefit.  Also providing just an income does not meet the specific needs that dancers have when they face the end of their performing career.

Worldwide there are only eight countries that have some sort of specialized transition support in place. This may sound like a small number, but it is already an increase of a 100 percent since the foundation of the International Organization for the Transition of Professional Dancers in 1993. Until that moment only four countries had the disposal of transition centers. 

At this point in time transition centers exist in the US, Canada, United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, Korea, Switzerland and Australia. 

Making a comparison between the different programs is difficult and may not even be  desirable. Each program was established in a different time bracket and within its own national and cultural context. However over the years the different programs developed in similar directions and if a comparison is made between the different centers and the services they provide it will occur that the similarities outnumber the differences. 

All centers offer the same type of support. It is apparent that adequate transition support should consist of two elements. 
Firstly financial support and secondly counseling services i.e. careers advice.  Both are evenly important. Just giving money for the purpose to retrain has proven not be effective. Only providing counseling is not sufficient as well. If a dancer is helped to define clear post-performing career goals, how will he or she afford the often considerable training costs, when only very few dancers have been able to build up necessary savings?
To be able to provide financial support and other services transition centers receive contributions from individual dancers and dance companies. However these contributions do not provide a sufficient financial basis for the centers to operate. All centers are therefore depending on funding. In some cases this is private funding but in most cases we are talking about government funding. You may consider it a costly approach, which as a matter of fact it is, but on the long run it has proven to be cost effective. In the Netherlands we are able to spend an average amount of € 85.000 on the retraining of each dancer and it is worthwhile every penny. It enables the individual dancer to start another potentially equally satisfying career and prevents dependency on social security. In comparison to the time before the retraining program existed the dancer’s transition process takes less time. It has become easier for dancers to make new career choices and to avoid the road of trial and error. 

All transition centers are independent and work on a confidential base. As it is such a sensitive issue dancers want to be sure that they can discuss their situation knowing that their artistic directors won’t hear about it. When I started my job in 1986 I was told that if I wanted to speak to dancers about their transition I would have to do that in the darkest corner of the darkest café in Amsterdam and, although things have changed drastically since then, even today I receive phone calls from people who start of with: ‘yes I have this friend who is considering to stop dancing’. 
All transition organizations offer customized support geared towards the individual needs and circumstances of the dancer involved. To be able to do so all centers are dancer driven and stay in close contact with theirs constituencies.
Another thing that all programs have in common is their success rates. More than ¾ of the retrained dancers find their way in society again within twelve months after their retraining is completed. Sometimes sooner than that and thus contributing (again) to the economy. 

However I have to admit that the characteristics of the dancers themselves contribute substantially to the success of the transition programs. Psychologists and career counselors have identified the following career attributes as especially valuable for a dancer’s workplace marketability:

- Communication skills

- Competitiveness

- Cooperation

- Leadership

- Personal Presentation

- Physical Self-Confidence

- Mental and Physical Dexterity

- Self Discipline

- Stamina/Persistence

- Creative Problem-Solving

- Time Management.
What all retrained dancers have in common, is exceptional success in their second careers. This is in stark contrast to the self assessment of many dancers, who seek support from transition centers, worried because they feel they “don’t know anything but how to dance”.  

The role of the IOTPD.
Since its foundation in 1993 the main role of the IOTPD has been an advocacy one. Through numerous publications, three international conferences and research projects the IOTPD has raised the awareness of the dance world worldwide for the issue of transition of dancers. The latest project is a survey that studies the international mobility of dancers in Europein relation to the accessibility of transition programs. The results of this research will become available in February next year. Having heard the report of the Euro FIA Group yesterday I am convinced they are interested in this report.
It is a growing concern from the IOTPD that dancers who work internationally are not able to access transition support due to their shattered careers. There are dancers that had a substantial dancing career, but cannot apply for support simply because they don’t meet the eligibility criteria from the national programs. 
The IOTPD will continue to draw attention to the necessity to find solutions for the transition of dancers and to encourage countries to do something. International action is required and it is a shared responsibility of dancers, dance schools and educators, dance companies and their staff, unions, other dance organizations, governments and their agencies, funders, the audience, and the larger society to pick up the gauntlet.

Let me give you a couple of reasons why transition support should be provided:

· To show respect for the professional dancers and as a reward for their contribution to our cultural life

· To improve the dancer’s status in society

· To provide dancers with new perspectives and offer them choices
· to contribute to the development of the art form and finally
· it is an investment in human capital that pays back to society

In essence we are talking about human dignity, freedom of choice, pursuit of meaning in life, self fulfillment and enrichment.

In July this year I have had the pleasure to meet Dominik Luquer at the offices of FIA in Brussels. During that meeting we discussed that FIA and the IOTPD have a shared interest in the subject of transition of dancers and we decided to support one another as much as we can. 
With regards to the motion 23 I can say that the requested information is available and that the individual members of the IOTPD are definitely willing to assist countries in any way we can.

Thank you very much. 
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