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A tiny waist, a thigh gap, a 1:9 head to body ratio. No bulky muscles, 

no extra fat, no curves. Long limbs, small head, flat chest…the list goes 

on. Why do ballerinas have to stick to these strict standards and unique 

expectations? Are these traditional aesthetic stereotypes truly helpful 

when it comes to a dancer’s performance on stage? 

I. 
Introduction

	 If anyone were to buy tickets to a ballet, you would 

notice that all the ballerinas have one thing in common: their 

extremely slim bodies. Even if one has to power through 

a full day of intense rehearsals and performances, these 

ballerinas have such a slender physique with no evidence of 

the bulky muscles you would expect on an athlete. 

	 As we rely more on our scientific understanding on 

the body and its needs instead of aesthetics, more ballerinas 

have started to focus on how their diet affects their athletic 

performance. Through the rise of sports medicine and 

nutrition, there has been less emphasis on the numbers on 

the rulers and scales but a shift to healthy eating and what 

food we put in our mouths. 

	 This report will discuss how the stereotype of slim 

ballerinas developed from the origins of ballet and how 

dancers today should utilize more scientific approaches to 

meet their nutritional needs to support physical demands. 

Instead of intense dieting, ballerinas should focus on fueling 

their bodies with the necessary nutrients and energy to get 

them through their rigorous training. Choosing healthier 

eating habits and balanced meals over restrictive dieting 

ensures strength, endurance, flexibility, and injury prevention. 



	 In ancient times, the Yi people had a strict hierarchical 

class system that was even more rigid than the comparatively 

flexible social structure of the Han people. Yi society was 

divided into five distinct classes: Zimo, Cuno, Novo, and the 

slave classes Gaja and Gaxi. During my visit to a museum on 

July 9th, the docents explained that Zimo represented the 

royal family, Cuno the noble family, and Novo the common 

people (Baihuasanguoshi, 2024). Different surnames 

reflected the positions within each family, such as the division 

between the black and white Yi. In those times, the older 

generation would greet each other by surname, and the 

entrenched social hierarchy instilled a sense of fear when 

encountering someone of a higher status.

	 This rigid hierarchy extended to marriage, where 

individuals could not marry outside their class. Yi men were 

forbidden from marrying women of a lower status, as doing 

so would result in demotion (Lishiliangzhanglian, 2024). 

During my fieldwork in the mountains, I interviewed a man 

named Wu Zuo, whose family was originally part of the Yi 

royal family. However, his grandfather’s marriage to a woman 

of lower status led to the family's demotion from royalty to 

commoners, specifically the white Yi. Wu Zuo spoke of 

this family demotion with regret, seemingly unaware that 

societal evolution had long since rendered these hierarchical 

divisions obsolete. Today, laws and equal rights have 

replaced the rigid social structures of the past.



I. 
Historical Background 
of Ballet Nutrition: 

Evolution ofBallet Diets 

	 Ballet originated in Renaissance Italy around the 

15(th) century as a form of social dance for the upper class 

during lavish gatherings. It started out as a way to establish 

rules on proper etiquette in the royal court and how people 

should bow, walk, dance, or hold someone’s hand. Soon, the 

practice of ballet became a crucial part of court life as those 

who mastered the art would be more successful as courtiers. 

	 In the 16(th) century, after King Henry II’s wife 

Catherine de’ Medici helped bring ballet to the French 

courts, the art of ballet began to consist of more theatrical 

storytelling, with different props and backdrops on stage to 

portray a certain theme. Finally, in the 17(th) century, King 

Louis XIV, with his belief in strong technique, founded the 

Royal Academy of Dance, in which the many ballet steps 

we know today are named and formed. From the origins of 

ballet to the early 19(th) century, female ballet dancers mostly 

used court dresses as stage costumes which often included 

long, heavy garments and tight-fitted corsets that restricted 

movement. It was only until 1832, under the influence of 

the Romantic era, when Marie Taglioni introduced ballet 

costumes with tighter silhouettes which revealed more of the 

legs to show off the dancer’s pointe work. 20(th) century ballet 

skirts also shortened to knee-length tutus under the influence 

of Russian choreographer Michel Fokine to showcase turns 

and higher leg lifts. This meant that ballerinas had to master 

harder and more technical steps while dancing gracefully 

on the tips of their toes. In one of the oldest ballets of the 

Romantic era, La Sylphide, the dancers were also expected to 

dance with lightness to mimic the delicate movement of the 

the sylph.  

	 This ultimately led to the popularization of dieting 

and the stereotype of ballerinas having a slim figure to make 

dancing on pointe and partner work easier. Ballet also often 

emphasized the idea of long, lean lines and weightlessness, 

and in order to create those illusions, a slimmer body was 

more preferred. In addition, maintaining a lean physique 

is more aesthetically pleasing to the eye on stage and on 

camera. 

	 Hence, under the pressure for ballerinas to have the 

“ideal dancer’s body”, many companies began to adhere to 

unhealthy practices, such as rigorous training and extreme 

dieting. Ballet academies also began to only select dancers 

with naturally slim figures. 

 



III. Survey 

To better understand the dietary habits of youth ballet dancers, 

I conducted a survey accompanied by in-depth interviews. 

Survey Questions

11.	 How would you rate your physical stamina during 

regular training?

12.	 How would you rate your physical stamina during 

competitions, performances, or exams?

13.	 Do you feel hungry during training?

14.	 What do you usually eat before training?

15.	 What do you usually eat before competitions/exams/

performances?

16.	 What do you usually eat after competitions/exams/

performances?

17.	 If you have physical education (PE) classes, what types 

of activities or sports do you usually do?

18.	 What weight loss methods have you tried?

1.	 Age

2.	 Breakfast Diet

3.	 Snack Choices(between breakfast and lunch)

4.	 Lunch Diet

5.	 Dinner Diet

6.	 How much water do you drink in a day?

7.	 How many times do you order takeout per week? 

What do you usually order?

8.	 Do you think your current eating habits are healthy?

9.	 Are you a picky eater?

10.	 How many hours of ballet classes do you take per 

week?

11.	 How would you rate your physical stamina during 



The results revealed several key patterns:

1.  Reliance on Convenience Foods

Beyond school lunches, the majority of respondents reported 

frequently consuming fast food or ordering takeout—such 

as McDonald’s, instant noodles, or KFC—instead of eating 

homemade meals. While these options are more convenient 

when schedules are tight, they tend to be less nutritious and 

higher in additives.

2.  Inadequate Energy Intake

Many dancers admitted to feeling hungry during rehearsals, 

often due to skipping breakfast or not consuming enough 

calories earlier in the day.

3.  Lack of Nutritional Knowledge

Most respondents acknowledged that their diets are not 

balanced. They cited a lack of education on nutrition and 

limited time to prepare proper meals as key barriers to 

healthy eating.

4.  Unhealthy Post-Performance Habits

After major performances or competitions, many dancers 

said they tend to “reward” themselves with indulgent foods 

such as hot pot or fried snacks, without considering their 

body's need for recovery-focused nutrition.

5.  Misguided Weight Loss Practices

Several dancers reported unhealthy methods of weight 

loss, such as relying solely on salads or even skipping 

meals altogether. Many expressed uncertainty about how 

to lose weight safely and sustainably, often unaware of the 

importance of maintaining a balanced diet during weight 

management.



IV. 

Youth Ballet 

Nutrition Advocacy 

To address the nutritional challenges faced by youth ballet 

dancers, I came up with the idea of writing a practical 

nutrition guidebook made just for them—one that fits their 

lifestyle and supports both health and performance.
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