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I t’s a contentious 
question: is dance an 
art form, or a sport? 

Many resist the sporting 
tag; others see enough 
overlap, in training, fitness 
and physical prowess, to 
make an argument for the 
inclusion of ballroom in the 
Olympics. The European 
Same-Sex Dance Association 
(ESSDA)’s co-president 
Patrice Naudier thinks 
dance “is a true sport – a 
demanding one. It appears 
easy on the dance floor, but 
beyond the smiles there 
are countless hours of 
rehearsals and lessons.”

When it comes to same-
sex sports, dancing is 
particularly emblematic, 
argues Naudier. “How 
can you tell the difference 
between an LGBTQ football 
team and a straight one? You 
can’t, but when you see two 
men or two women dancing 
together in a competition, 
you’re more likely to 
recognise that they’re doing 
something different from 
the mainstream. Because of 
that, same-sex dancesport 
has a mission to promote 
non-discrimination by 
allowing participants to 
define their gender and 
their role – and working 
towards inclusion, like by 
admitting handidance.” 

Dancesport inclusion and 
visibility on a larger scale 
can also be achieved by 
allying dance competitions 
with wider sporting events, 
like the Gay Games. Pete 
Meager works with both 
the UK Same-Sex Dance 
Council (UKSSDC) and Out 
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For Sport (OFS). The latter 
was put together “when 
London was bidding for 
the Gay Games in 2012,” he 
explains. “It’s a supporting 
network of LGBT+ sports 
clubs, helping them develop, 
arranging multi-sports 
events, and giving them the 
opportunity to access further 
training and funding from 
bodies like Sport England.”

Several dancers attended 
the OFS launch at London’s 
French Embassy ahead of the 
2018 Paris Gay Games, and 
Pete notes that involvement 
with OFS’ hugely successful 
Out and Active campaign, 
aimed at promoting sport 
to the over-50s, has already 
paid off, with London 
Dance Studio’s 50+ ballroom 
and Latin class supported 
and promoted by OFS. 

Membership also puts 
dance alongside other 
sporting options at events 
such as the Annual LGBT+ 
Sport Fair – so people 
who are looking for new 
activities, and may not have 
known or thought about 
same-sex dance, will have 
an opportunity to discover 
it. At a time when many 
dancers are concerned 
about increasing outreach 
and appealing to a wider 
range, including younger 
generations, it could well 
be a fruitful new avenue.

V icki Carter, co-chair 
of OFS, welcomes 

the integration. “We’re 
delighted to have three 
LBGT+ dance organisations 
within our membership: 
Out4Dance, AlphaDance 
and the UKSSDC. It’s great 
to work with them and 
support their dancers at both 
a national and international 
level at multi-sport events. 
We work hard to raise the 

profile of all our members 
and dancesport is very 
much high on the agenda 
wherever we go – breaking 
down barriers and bringing 
equality and accessibility.”

The European Gay and 
Lesbian Sport Federation 
(EGLSF) – the governing 
body of the EuroGames, 
with which same-
sex dance’s European 
Championships often 
coordinates – is also 
passionate about supporting 
members, explains 
secretary, Sarah Townsend. 
Its main aims include 
fighting discrimination, 
aiding athletes’ coming 
out, co-ordination, and 
the founding of new 
groups. A major challenge 
currently is making it 
possible for all to pursue 
their sport in a safe space – 
including those in the trans 
community – as well as 
tackling sexual violence. 

Like dancesport, the 
EGLSF is keen to attract 
members, especially 
diversifying and taking 
outreach into new regions, 
like central and eastern 
Europe. “Empowering 

organisations here is a 
priority because of the 
continuing – and worsening 
– political situation in many 
of these countries,” says 
Townsend. EuroGames 
is a key asset, as “the 
simple fact of its existence 
is raising awareness”, 
and the EGLSF also does 
advocacy work, such as 
with the Council of Europe. 

As for allying more closely 
with dancesport, Townsend 
believes that their goals and 
values are the same – “to 
be open and welcoming 
to all”, and “to challenge 
and excel”. She notes that 
change takes perseverance; 
EGLSF was founded in 1989, 
and still the fight continues, 
but there are definite 
successes along the way.

While not all want 
to see dance placed in 
the sport category, and 
there are sometimes 
challenges coordinating 
with other groups (such 
as organisational issues 
affecting this year’s 
EuroGames Roma), 
there’s no doubt that these 
sporting bodies share a 
passion for inclusion – 
and that their strategies, 
networks and support 
could be major boons for 
same-sex dance, as the 
community considers the 
next stage of development. 
As Townsend notes, “the 
future is looking bright”. n
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