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We all know that
smoking is bad for you
as a dancer, bad for
anyone for that matter,
so why, then, is the habit
still widespread amongst
the dance community?
Rachel Holland
investigates

've smoked in the past and
| know several dancers
who smoke," says Elizabeth
Anderson, ballroom dancer and
teacher. “It's an affectation, like
wearing legwarmers.” Many
dancers smoke in the mistaken
belief it will keep their weight
down. Others fear that, on giving
up cigarettes, their weight will
balloon. Some dancers swear
their nicotine fix helps calm
pre-performance nerves, and
then there is the “cool” element
to contend with. Young dancers
in particular are susceptible
to these urban myths, which
have little or no basis in fact.
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Firstly, smoking doesn't help to
keep a dancer's weight down; it
merely suppresses your appetite
— short term. Your body still
needs fuel, and your stomach
lets you know this by rumbling.
By curbing your hunger cravings
with a cigarette, you're merely
postponing giving your body the
nourishment it really needs.



Smoking doesn't make you
eat less — you simply replace a
genuine need for some nutrition
with a cigarette in order to satisfy
your body's chemical addiction
to nicotine. Try grabbing a piece
of fruit instead. After all, where's
the nutritional value in ammonia,
formaldehyde, and cyanide?

“The myth that smoking
keeps you thin goes back to the
1920s advertising campaign
for Lucky Strike cigarettes,”
says Maggie Stanley, former
NHS Stop Smoking Advisor and
owner of Pace Therapy (www.
paceforliving.co.uk). “Many young
women are so terrified that, if
they give up smoking, they'll
put on weight that they'd rather
continue to smoke," she says.

As long as you maintain a
sensible, healthy diet — ideally, one
that includes protein, fibre, water,
vegetables and avoids starchy
carbs — there is absolutely no need
for a dancer to put on extra weight.

“Replace your cigarette with
small snacks of raw veggies,
fruits, and nuts throughout the
day," says Anne Penman, a
specialist in quitting smoking
and weight management (www.
annapanman.com). “Thic will keep
your metabolism active and
fuel your body so that it's ready
for rigorous rehearsals and
performances,” she says.

You'll also head off any weight
gain through dancing — with all
the extra energy you can expect
to discover on giving up. “It's not
until you stop smoking and clear
your lungs that you start to realise
the difference it makes to your
energy levels and the things you
can do and achieve," says ballroom
dancer Penny Crampton.

“Many dancers smoke in the mistaken belief it
will keep their weight down... Some swear their
nicotine fix helps calm pre-performance nerves”

NICOTINE JITTERS
Rather than assisting your pre-
performance nerves, instead,
smoking will add to them.
“Nicotine actually increases
anxiety and tension," says stress
management coach Paul Rossiter
(www.chilloutcoach.com).

The “satisfaction” you think
you feel as you inhale on a
cigarette is not you calming

down at all. It is merely the
receptors in your brain feeling
satisfied from receiving the fix
of nicotine that they need in
order to continue the addiction.
“In actual fact, your stress
levels will increase along
your heart rate and blood
pressure. Air passages in your
lungs constrict, making it more
difficult to breathe. >
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“The relaxing effect of smoking
is purely a psychological
addiction," adds Paul.

Try instead to combat your
pre-performance nerves with a
combination of deep breathing,
stretching and positive thinking.

DIRTY DANCING

While it may be fine for your
dancing to be smokin', it's not
so desirable for you. Smoking is
a definite no-no in the personal
hygiene stakes. Consider your
dance partners. “Because of
the closeness of the embrace,
the smoking issue is a real

i concern for tango dancers,”
i says Jennifer Hudson, who co-
i runs Tango South in Farnham

(www.tangosouth.co.uk).

“Tobacco smoke penetrates
your clothes, your hair and
your skin and the smell does
not go away with a mint, even
though you, as a smoker, are
not aware of it," the Tango
South website warns.

WORKING OVERTIME
“Smoking damages the lungs,
hardens the arteries and leads
to fatty deposits,” says Total
Fitness instructor Lincoln Bryden
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(www.lincolnbryden.com). “What
: all of this means to a dancer
i is, from a performance point of

view, your heart has to work that

i much harder to deliver oxygen
i to your working muscles. This
: makes it hard for you to maintain

high levels of performance

for long periods of time."

{ CALLING IT QUITS

i How then can dancers kick this
i performance-weakening habit?
i “Smoking is still so accepted

¢ in the dance community, | think
i the best plan of attack is the

¢ 'strength in numbers' strategy.

Quit with a friend and support
each other,” says Anne.

Try nicotine withdrawal
therapies such as lozenges, gum
or patches. Think long term;
the unhealthy “satisfaction” that
accompanies a cigarette only
lasts minutes, whereas the real
damage being done to your body
will hit you much later in life.

Free up your cigarette money
and use it instead for new
costumes, shoes and more
lessons. These will keep up
your morale whilst you tackle
quitting. Get educated on
nicotine addiction, find support,
and set realistic goals. Consider
helpful therapies such as
counselling, hypnotherapy, laser
therapy or acupuncture. ®

RESOURCES

www.ash.org.uk
Tel: 0207 739 5902

www.smokefree.nhs.uk
Tel: 0800 022 4332

www.danceuk.org/healthier-
dancer-programme
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