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Abstract
Dance movement therapy (DMT) has gained increasing recognition 
as a therapeutic intervention for a wide range of psychological and 
physical health conditions. This paper reviews the current state of 
evidence regarding the effectiveness of DMT and structured dance 
interventions on health-related psychological outcomes. Recent 
meta-analyses and systematic reviews indicate that DMT can 
significantly reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety, while also 
improving quality of life, mood, body image, and interpersonal skills 
across diverse populations, including those with psychiatric 
disorders, chronic illnesses, and in palliative care settings. Effect 
sizes for these benefits are generally in the small to medium range, 
with some studies reporting sustained improvements at follow-up. 
However, the evidence base is characterized by considerable 
heterogeneity in study quality, intervention protocols, and outcome 
measures, which limits the generalizability of findings. While dance-
based interventions often yield larger effects in non-clinical or 
preventive contexts, DMT appears particularly beneficial in clinical 
populations, offering meaningful improvements even when effect 
sizes are modest. Methodological shortcomings, such as small 
sample sizes and inconsistent reporting, underscore the need for 
more rigorous, large-scale randomized controlled trials to clarify the 
mechanisms and long-term impact of DMT. Overall, the existing 
literature supports the integration of DMT as a complementary 
approach in mental health and medical care, with implications for 
enhancing emotional, cognitive, and social well-being.

Introduction
Dance movement therapy (DMT) is a psychotherapeutic approach 
that uses movement and dance to support emotional, cognitive, 
physical, and social integration. Rooted in the belief that body and 
mind are interconnected, DMT has evolved from ancient healing 
traditions into a recognized therapeutic practice, endorsed by 
organizations such as the American Dance Therapy Association and 
the European Association Dance Movement Therapy. It is now 
widely used in clinical, educational, and community settings to 
address a variety of psychological and physical health concerns. 
Research over the past decades has highlighted the potential benefits 
of DMT for improving mental health outcomes, including reductions 
in depression, anxiety, and stress, as well as enhancements in quality 
of life, body image, and social functioning. While evidence suggests 
that dance therapy can be an effective complementary intervention 
for diverse populations, ongoing studies continue to explore its 
mechanisms, applications, and long-term impact in both clinical and 
non-clinical contexts.

Evidence and Literature Review

Evidence for Psychological Benefits Across Populations
Dance has been consistently shown to provide significant 
psychological benefits across diverse populations. Meta-analyses and 
systematic reviews have demonstrated that both dance movement 
therapy (DMT) and general dance interventions lead to decreases in 
depression and anxiety, while also increasing quality of life, 
interpersonal skills, and cognitive abilities. For example, a meta-
analysis of 41 controlled intervention studies involving 2,374 
participants found that dance movement therapy and structured 
dance programs had a medium-sized positive effect overall. When 
focusing specifically on DMT, the benefit was smaller but still 
noticeable, whereas general structured dance programs showed a 
stronger effect, though with considerable variation in results between 
studies (I² ≈ 72%). Another large review examined 28 studies with 
2,249 participants and found that DMT led to clear and meaningful 
reductions in depression, anxiety, and stress. These benefits were 
especially strong in individuals who danced for at least 150 minutes 
each week. For instance, a 12-week DMT program for adolescents 
with mild depression resulted in notable improvements in symptoms 
such as somatization, obsessive-compulsive tendencies, interpersonal 
sensitivity, depression, anxiety, and hostility. These improvements 
are thought to be linked to neurochemical changes, including 
increased serotonin and decreased dopamine concentrations in 
participants, suggesting possible therapeutic benefits for depression.

Comparisons with Other Physical Activities
Structured dance activities have been found to be as effective as or 
even better than traditional physical exercises for improving well-
being. Dance is unique because it encourages emotional expression, 
helps people bond socially, and allows for creativity which adds to 
its value as a therapy.

Ecstatic and Free-Form Dance as Tools for Self-Discovery and 
Coping
Conscious or "free-moving" dance forms, such as ecstatic dance, 
emphasize self-led, unchoreographed movements and have been 
found to offer substantial mental health benefits. A UCLA Health 
study surveying 1,000 dancers worldwide reported that 98% 
experienced mood improvement, with large percentages noting 
reduced distressing thoughts, increased confidence, and greater 
compassion. Over 90% of participants with self-reported mental 
health conditions, such as depression, anxiety, or trauma, found 
conscious dance helpful in coping with their conditions. The 
spontaneous and meditative nature of conscious dance allows 
individuals to enter a "flow" state, facilitating emotional release and 
present-moment awareness.

An experimental group demonstrated significant changes in their 
scores for anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and social skills, 
highlighting the positive impact of dance training. As illustrated in 



Figure 1, these mental health dimensions shifted considerably for the 
experimental group following the 12-week dance training program. 
The data reveal a substantial decrease in anxiety and depression 
levels, while self-esteem and social skills increased significantly. 
These outcomes underscore the substantial emotional and 
psychological benefits associated with dance training. To put these 
findings into context, it is helpful to compare them with recent 
research. For instance, in 2023, research by Lei Sun reported that 
participation in folk dance activities lowered the incidence of anxiety 
disorders by 65.87%, which is consistent with the significant 
reduction in anxiety observed in this study’s experimental group.

Fig. 1. Graph reproduced from the supplied manuscript.

Mechanisms of Action

Neurochemical and Neurological Changes
Emerging neurobiological evidence suggests that dance-based 
interventions can lead to measurable changes in brain function and 
neurochemistry. For instance, post-intervention studies have shown 
increased serotonin levels ( a neurotransmitter associated with mood 
regulation)and decreased dopamine levels, which may reflect 
reduced stress reactivity or heightened emotional regulation 
following movement-based therapy. Additionally, neuroimaging 
studies have demonstrated that sustained dance training, such as 
country dance in older adults, correlates with enhanced white matter 
integrity, particularly in memory-related regions like the 
hippocampus and corpus callosum. These findings support the 
potential of DMT to contribute to neuroplasticity and cognitive 
resilience, especially in aging populations.

Psychological Mechanisms
At a psychological level, DMT engages several key processes:

●  Flow States: Participants frequently report entering immersive 
states during DMT sessions, characterized

by altered perceptions of time, deep concentration, and emotional 
release. These flow states are associated with reduced self-referential 
thinking and may play a role in diminishing ruminative patterns 
common in anxiety and depression.

●  Embodiment: Central to DMT is the principle of reconnecting 
mind and body through movement. Clients

are encouraged to develop greater bodily awareness, which has been 
linked to improved emotional insight, affect regulation, and trauma 
resolution.

●  Social Engagement: Group-based DMT sessions facilitate non-
verbal communication, synchrony, and

mirroring, which can foster a sense of interpersonal connection, 
safety, and empathy. This social dimension is particularly valuable 
for populations experiencing isolation, such as those with PTSD or 
mood disorders.

Methodological Considerations
While the therapeutic potential of DMT is increasingly recognized, 
several methodological challenges limit the comparability and 
generalizability of findings across studies.

●  High Heterogeneity: Meta-analyses of DMT interventions have 
revealed substantial heterogeneity (I² ≈

72%), indicating significant variation in study outcomes. This 
variability can largely be attributed to differences in dance style (e.g., 
improvisational vs. structured forms), intervention duration and 
frequency, as well as therapist background and training. Such 
heterogeneity complicates efforts to draw definitive conclusions 
about DMT’s effectiveness across contexts.

●  Lack of Standardized Protocols: Few studies employ standardized, 
manualized interventions, resulting in

wide disparities in session length, content, and facilitation 
techniques. This absence of standardization makes it difficult to 
replicate interventions or assess their efficacy systematically across 
populations.

●  Diverse Outcome Measures: Studies often utilize a broad range of 
psychological and physiological

outcome metrics, many of which are not directly comparable. This 
diversity reflects the multidimensional nature of DMT but also poses 
challenges for synthesis and meta-analysis.

Conclusion
Dance movement therapy (DMT) and structured dance interventions 
have shown consistent, small-to-moderate benefits for psychological 
well-being across different populations, including reduced 
depression and anxiety, improved mood, and enhanced social and 
cognitive functioning. While the evidence is encouraging, the field 
faces challenges such as variability in study design and a lack of 
standardized protocols, which can limit the generalizability of 
results. Despite these limitations, DMT offers a unique, holistic 
approach that supports both mental and physical health. Future 
research should focus on improving study rigor and standardization 
to better understand and maximize the therapeutic potential of dance-
based therapies. Overall, DMT is a promising complementary 
approach for enhancing emotional, cognitive, and social well-being.
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