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There are few 
experiences more 
intimidating than 

entering your fi rst dance 
social, not least because no 
two are the same. Unlike the 
strict competition world, no 
one hands you a list of rules 
and regulations, but that 
doesn’t mean there aren’t 
any – they’re just harder 
to detect. How could you 
possibly know beforehand 
that John and Vera always 
take those chairs, or that 
you can’t request a Viennese 
waltz until you’ve been 
coming here for 16 years?

I exaggerate, but only 
slightly. When I started 
attending ballroom socials, 
the dance world was in 
transition: from the closed 
club of those who’d kept 
the home fi res burning to 
the new Strictly-inspired 
crop approaching socials as 
they would any other fun 
night out. Of course, some 
of the generational tension 
and dance fl oor dilemmas 
refl ect much wider issues. 
For example, while cresting 
the new feminist wave, 
should we really assume 
that only leaders can ask 
followers to dance? Or, 
following the surge of same-
sex dance and relaxation 
about gender roles, that 
leaders are necessarily male, 
and followers female? How 
much respect should be 
afforded to “That’s the way 
we’ve always done things”?

It’s certainly easier to 
debate these things in the 
abstract than to physically 
navigate a social. On my 
fi rst outing, I was terrifi ed 
of causing offence by asking 
or not asking someone to 
dance, accepting or not 
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“On my fi rst outing, I was terrifi ed of causing 
offence by asking or not asking someone 

to dance, accepting or not accepting 
someone else’s invitation, dancing for 

too long or not long enough (One song? 
Three?), dressing up too much or not enough, 

and so on. It’s an etiquette minefi eld”
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accepting someone else’s 
invitation, dancing for too 
long or not long enough 
(One song? Three?), dressing 
up too much or not enough, 
and so on. It’s an etiquette 
minefi eld. Where’s the 
dance world’s Emily Post 
when you need her?

It doesn’t end there. 
Should you make small 

talk? Easier for the veteran 
dancer, who only needs 70 
per cent brain power for 
underarm turns and can 
devote the rest to riffi ng on 
the weather. Beginners: this 
is dangerous territory. Most 
people would prefer a silent 
partner to squashed feet, 
I can relate from painful 
experience. But you do 
need to establish one form 
of communication: what 
dance level are we both 
at, and how much can we 
push the choreography? 
Less is more, on the 
whole, but it’s a shame to 
squander the opportunity 
when gifted a talented 
partner, and you don’t 
want to leave them bored. 

I’d defi nitely recommend 
working on a range of 
basics and leading/
following skills before 
entering a social, rather 
than just mastering one 

routine, otherwise you’ll 
fi nd it near impossible to 
dance with anyone other 
than a fellow classmate. 
That foundation also means 
that if you do get to dance 
with a stronger partner, 
you can respond to them 
and push yourself, without 
completely panicking 
during an unfamiliar 
sequence. The great thing 
about social dance is you 
have time to explore and 
experiment, and sometimes, 
in a relaxed environment, 
you can connect more with 
the style and the music, 
surprising yourself with 
what you’re able to achieve.

As for the general 
atmosphere, obviously 

an afternoon tea dance will 
be more sedate than a salsa 
club night, and be warned: 
Argentine tango milonga 
has a whole different set 
of rules and traditions. 
Whether or not social dance 
comes with a side order of 
romantic possibility is a 
greyer area, and I have felt 
uncomfortable on occasion. 
If you don’t have a regular 
partner, try to go with a 
group at least so you have 
friendly faces around, 
and don’t be afraid to let 
someone know there’s a 

big difference between 
rumba pretence and 
actual seduction – unless 
the latter is welcome.

Those with regular 
partners: be kind. 
Remember what it felt like 
when you were Baby in the 
corner, and try to engage 
newcomers – you’ll need 
them if your social dance 
is to continue thriving. 

One of the most 
welcoming ballroom socials 
around is Jacky’s Jukebox at 
London’s Rivoli Ballroom 
on the fi rst Saturday of 
every month. You’ll fi nd 
both total beginners and 
retired pros, same-sex 
and mainstream dancers, 
young, old, couples, groups 
and singletons there. The 
line and sequence dances 
get everyone acquainted, 
making that fi rst hurdle – 
how to actually get on the 
fl oor in front of all those 
strangers – very easy to 
clear. It’s also a reminder of 
the core purpose of social 
dance: to connect with 
different people through the 
joyful experience of partner 
and communal dancing. ■
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