
–

STRESS REDUCTION THROUGH DANCE FOR OLDER ADULTS
Natalie Gillespie

INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this study is to determine the extent to which movement-dance classes 
influence the mood and level of stress of adults aged 60 and older. By 2050, nearly 17% 
of the world’s population will consist of older adults. With this rapid growth comes the 
necessity to increase physiological and psychological interventions to ensure healthy 
aging. According to Braun and Hwang (2015), dance therapy is “the psychotherapeutic 
use of movement to further the emotional, cognitive, physical, and social integration of 
the individual.” Although a plethora of research has been conducted on the effects
movement-dance classes have on depression levels in older adults, little has been 
conducted on stress and mood. 

METHODS
A pre-test  and post-test mixed methods design was used. The original design proposed was a 
pre-test and post-test randomized control group design.   Because of challenges in recruiting 
participants, a simple pre-test and post-test mixed methods design was implemented.  A focus 
group was conducted with participants after the completion of the intervention.

RESULTS
Table 1. T-test results for Stress and Affect

CONCLUSIONS
Results suggest that movement-dance classes may decrease stress and increase 
positive affect of older adults.  Classes also appear to increase physical movement 
and provide a sense of belonging and friendship development. Future studies should 
include larger sample sizes and a control group.  Quantitative measures of increased 
physical movement and should be added.  Social workers and other practitioners 
should consider adding movement-dance classes into care plans for community-
dwelling older adults to decrease stress, increase positive affect, increase physical 
movement, and provide a sense of belonging.
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STUDY AIMS
1) To understand the effectiveness of implementing movement-dance classes on 

reducing levels of stress and increasing mood of adults aged 60 years or older.
2) To understand mechanisms of influence of a movement-dance class on the stress in 

adults aged 60 and older.

COLLEGE OF SOCIAL WORK

INTERVENTION

Sample 

The sample consisted of four female residents of Columbus, OH. Three of them identified as 
heterosexual and one identified as unsure. All participants identified as Non-Latino or 
Hispanic. Three identified themselves as White and one identified themselves as Black or 
African-American. Ages ranged from 63-73 years.

Measures

Stress – Perceived Stress Scale 
To measure the level of stress in the participants, the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) was 
used. The PSS asks about feelings and thoughts in the past month and how 
frequently they felt a particular way. Scale ranges from 0-4 (0=never, 4=very often).  
Sample questions include, “In the last month, how often have you been upset 
because of something that happened unexpectantly?” Or, “In the last month, how 
often have you been able to control irritations in your life?”

Mood – Positive and Negative Affect Scale 
To examine the affect of participants, the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 
(PANAS) was utilized. The PANAS consists of two 10-item mood scales.  Respondents 
are asked to rate the extent to which they have experienced each particular emotion
within a specified time period, with reference to a 5-point scale. The scale ranges 
from 1-5 (1=very slightly or not at all and 5=extremely). Sample questions include  
“Indicate how interested you have felt over the past week.” Or, “Indicate how 
nervous you have felt over the past week.”

Focus Group Questions

1) Tell me of your experiences with this class.
2) How did your engagement in the class make you feel? 
3) How did your thoughts on the class change over time?
4) Would you participate in something like this again?
5) Describe any thoughts that you had during this experience.
6) Is there anything else you think we should know in order to make programming 
effective here?

Analysis

Quantitative data analysis began with univariate analyses to describe the study sample and 
scores on each item of the measures of interest. Paired t-tests were used to examine the 
difference between the average scores of the pre and post test outcome measures.
Qualitative data analysis began with a thematic content analysis of the focus group 
transcription with a low level of abstraction. Words and phrases were formulated into codes 
by one investigator. Definitions were developed for recurrent and salient codes and shared 
with the faculty advisor for discussion, validation, and/or refinement. Both researchers 
analyzed transcripts with codes and had another meeting to compare and contrast their 
initial analysis to finalize codes. Level of agreement was 80% at initial meeting and then 
100% final agreement on codes and categories after discussion.

The intervention consisted of three weeks of twice a week dance classes. Each class 
lasted approximately one hour. Week one focused on jazz, week two focused on ballet, 
and week three focused on a themed dance incorporating movements from week one 
and two. All classes began with introductions, explanation of the class structure for the 
day, followed by a warm-up. The warm-up consisted of four songs, totaling fifteen 
minutes and included the same movements each time. Participants were instructed to 
put a chair in front of them. The chair would be used for a majority of the warm-up.
The warm-up incorporated walking in place, upper body mobility, lower body mobility, 
total body movements, and deep stretches. 

Week 1 consisted of the warm-up to begin, explanation of jazz movements, and ending 
with four simple combinations in the center. 

Week 2 consisted of the warm-up, explanation of ballet movements, simple barre work 
(using chairs), and two simple combinations in the center. 

Week 3 consisted of the warm-up and choreography. Participants learned a themed 
dance that was taught over two days. 

Pretest Posttest 95% CI for Mean 
Difference

Outcome M SD M SD r t df

Stress 23 2.8 17.25 2.36 13.49, 21.01 0.459 2.48 3

Positive Affect 32.5 3.7 36.25 3.86 30.11, 42.39 0.572 -2.14 3

Negative Affect 15.25 5.12 14.25 5.09 6.15, 22.35 0.987 2.45 3

Focus Group Themes – Effectiveness
1) Increased Physical Movement

“Yeah, I do know they’ve gotten better. I’m walking better.” (Part. 4)
“I loved it…I had not gotten my feet or hind end movin’ in so long.” (Part. 1)

2) Increased Social Involvement
“It’s really worthwhile because I chose this instead of my stories [tv shows].” 
(Participant 1)
“Mm-hmm, gave your mind something else to do besides watching television. I’m 

not a big television fan at all.” (Participant 3)

Focus Group Themes – Mechanisms of Influence
1) Conscientious Instructor

“You were super conscientious about everyone in the class…We really appreciate 
that, because it helps elevate the mindset.” (Participant 3)

2) Being in the Moment
“We wanted to be in the moment and focus, I think.” (Participant 2)
“It really took my mind off everything, you know, because I wanted to concentrate on 
what was happening in the class…” (Participant 1)

3) Sense of Belonging and Friendship Development
“Yeah, I needed to meet people ‘cause I have been isolated most often.” 
(Participant 3)

4) Memory and Cognitive Health
“We had to remember the steps. Remembering, memory, is very important for 
people our age.” (Participant 2)


