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Abstract

During childhood and adolescence it is very important to develop social skills; by creating moments and spaces 
in which to live positive emotions and create social relationships, motor and sports activities and dance play a 
significant role in the development of the person’s Overall Well-being (understood in its cognitive, emotional, phys-
ical-motor, socio-relational, and spiritual multidimensionality) and in the improvement of the Quality of Life. The 
aim of this paper is to highlight the psycho-physical, affective-emotional and socio-relational effects of the Biodanza 
RTS experience on the development of emotional competences linked to the learning of social skills, and the contri-
bution of the latter to the improvement of children and adolescents’ quality of life. The transformative, educational 
and didactic potential of Biodanza RTS is based on bodily-mediated training processes, capable of triggering an 
existential change that is closely linked to the enhancement of social skills, such as the ability to express one’s own 
emotions, reading those of others, cooperate and feel empathy, and which contribute to get to a personal evolution, 
to the development of social relationships and to the improvement of the quality of life.  
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Introduction

The World Health Organization defines quality of life as “individuals’ perception of their 
position in life in the context of the culture and value systems in which they live and in relation 
to their goals, expectations, standards and concerns.” (WHOQUOL, 1993).

Quality of life is a multidimensional psychological structure that describes the physical, 
emotional, social and functional aspects of well-being ((Ravens, Sieberer, Τorsheim, Hetland, 
et al. 2009; Baptista, Santos, Silva, et al. 2012; Sardinha , Santos Vale, et al. 2011; Erhart, Ot-
tova, Gaspar, et al. 2009; Tountas, Tsiantis, Dimitrakaki, Petanidou, Tzavara, Diamere, et al. 
2006). 

Well-being is a dynamic and constantly changing condition of balance between the person 
with his/her own needs and resources, and the environment in which he/she lives, and depends 
on individual, relational and environmental factors. Our well-being concerns every aspect of 
our being in the world, i.e. all the spheres of our life: that physical, psychic and social. There-
fore, it affects our general health. 

Persons in good physical and mental health conditions and with satisfactory interpersonal 
relationships are much more aware of their potentialities and limits, so they are able to appreci-
ate life more and to face any difficulties with greater serenity.

The interpersonal relational problems arise from the poor management of one’ s own cross 
competencies, are one of the main sources of chronic tension in society as they generate con-
flicts between people (family, friends, partners, colleagues,...), and can also raise their exposure 
to the risk of suffering from a mental health disorder (Brown, Harris, 1989). 

The social changes of the last few years have made it possible to stress an increasingly 
important public health problem (Artazcoz, Escribá-Argüir, Cortes, 2006). People define them-
selves as rational beings, believing that reason can be separated from emotion and forgetting 
that, as Damasio said (2001), emotions are also responsible for the decisions made (López, 
Fierro-Suero, Fernández-Ozcorta, Sáenz-López Buñuel, 2018).

The development of social skills plays an important role in the growth process, and if well 
stimulated, positive results on pro-social behavior can be achieved (Hay, Payne, Chadwick, 
2004). The opposite case can lead to other types of consequences: their lack of or reduced 
stimulation during childhood and adolescence can cause not only behavioral effects, but also 
psychological health problems (Lugnegard, Hallerback, Gillberg, 2011; Mahan, Matson, 2011; 
Matson, Wilkins, 2009; Worley, Matson, 2011). 

In addition to positively acting on the psychological aspect and on physical condition (Gen-
tiles, Goulimaris, Yfantidou, 2009; Goulimaris, Mavridis, Gentiles, Rokka, 2014; Bebetsos, 
Goulimaris, 2014), recreational, motor and sports activities play a very important role on per-
sonal well-being; they grant spaces of aggregation in which the creation of many social rela-
tionships facilitates the development of positive emotions, and the consequent development of 
greater knowledge and emotional competence (Brajsa-Zganec, Merkas, Sverko, 2011).  

Motor and sports activities promote empowerment, change, opportunities, learning, orien-
tation, problem-solving, sharing, participation, dialogue, exchange, comparison, rediscovery 
of oneself and of one’s own life project (Rosa, Madonna, 2019), playing an important role in 
providing positive experiences useful to improve one’s own quality of life (Mikihiro, Jordan, 
Funk, 2013) and to its promotion (Lloyd, Little, 2010; Maher, Doerksen, Elavsky, Hyde, Pincus, 
Ram, Conroy, 2013; Walker, Halpenny, Spires, Deng, 2011). Moreover, since dance is induced 
by the action of music, it is capable of directly influencing the emotional sphere, and therefore 
contributes significantly to increase people’ s vitality, to develop their ability of setting social 
relationships (Bebetsos, Goulimaris, 2014; Goulimaris, Filippou, Koupani, 2016; Voutsina, 
Goulimaris, 2016) by improving their behavior.

Biodanza RTS (Rolando Toro System) is a body-mediated Social Pedagogy capable of stim-
ulating human potentialities and enhancing talents. By acting on the person’s healthy side, it 
emphasizes the skills possessed by each person, offering a place and a space in which to change 
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and highlight everything that cannot be said through simple words; by stimulating the creative 
process, it promotes and facilitates self-expression, personal growth and change. 

Proposing Biodanza, especially for children and adolescents, contributes to developing the 
ability to manage one’s own emotions, developing better social relationships and experiences, 
and improving one’s own social skills. Through acquired experiences, Biodanza RTS offers psy-
cho-physical, emotional, affective and socio-relational benefits that facilitate cooperation skills, 
positive social behavior and personal and social evolution, by improving the quality of life.

1. Dance in the Emotional Regulation Processes 

Dance is universal in all human cultures, and throughout history (Hanna, 1979; Mithen, 
2005), it has played a fundamental role in cultural (Lienard, Boyer, 2006) and social (Grammer, 
Oberzaucher, Holzleitner, et al. 2011) practices, becoming a form of art and entertainment. 

Dance can be defined as the expression of one or more bodies that, in an improvised or 
choreographed way, move in space with or without a soundtrack; moreover, being it considered 
a fundamental form of human emotional expression (Krantz et al. 2006), it can also play the 
important role of “emotional regulator”.  

The link between dance and emotions has been focused in numerous studies (Koch, Fuchs, 
2011; McGarry, Russo, 2011); dancing includes motor, emotional, visual, sensory and intellec-
tual processes that facilitate the differentiation of emotions (Bojner Horwitz, 2004).

The multiple aspects of the embodied cognition through dance (involving both the perfor-
mance and perception processes) can help us understand how the creative aspects of cognition 
can influence the emotional competence (Bojner Horwitz E.,  Lennartsson A.K., Töres P. G. 
Theorell T.P.G., lUllén F.,2015) and how they contribute to the development of the way we 
understand social cognition and human behavior (Brown, Parsons, 2008; Reynolds et al. 2011; 
Sevdalis, Keller, 2011; Bläsing et al. 2012). 

Studies involving brain imaging techniques indicate that both cognitive and sensory-motor 
regions are involved in dance performance (Calvo-Merino et al. 2005; Cross et al. 2006; Brown, 
Parsons, 2008; Koch, Fuchs, 2011)). Therefore, observing a person dancing or other person’s 
actions can trigger brain activity both in the motor and in the emotional system (Rizzolatti, Fo-
gassi, Gallese, 2001; Rizzolatti, Craighero, 2004; McGarry, Russo, 2011), thus also highlight-
ing different aspects concerning various types of empathic behavior (McGarry, Russo, 2011). 

Motor activity and dance seem to be involved in our emotional regulation system, in which 
both the performance and perception processes are linked to the mirror neuron activation sys-
tem (Rizzolatti, Fogassi, Gallese, 2001; Rizzolatti, Craighero, 2004). When we make a move-
ment we activate neural areas connected with the limbic system (Umilta et al. 2001). This type 
of emotional movement feedback system can help us understand other people’s feelings when 
they are moving. This can also improve our empathy for others (Bojner Horwitz, Lennartsson, 
Theorell, Ullén, 2015).

Scientific evidence in studies on the potential mechanisms underlying the improvement of 
empathy shows that mirroring (the imitation of movements, emotions or intentions implicit in 
another person’s movement) improves the understanding of others’ emotional intentions through 
a better use of mirror neuron circuits. (McGarry, Russo, 2011) The research on the mirror neuron 
system (MNS) suggests that the brain areas involved in the perception and production of move-
ment are overlapping, and that these brain areas are also involved in the understanding of the 
intentions of the movement (Rizzolatti, Craighero, 2004). After a dance session, the activation in 
the MSN increases, and if mimetic behavior and empathy are interrelated, it can be deduced that 
empathy has improved thanks also to the mirroring. (McGarry, Russian, 2011).

Studies on dance observation through neuroimaging suggest that long-term and short-term 
dance training changes the structure of the grey and white matter,  influencing  brain activity in 
the action observation and simulation networks (Karpati F.J., Giacosa C., Foster N.E.V., Pen-
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hune V.B., Hyde K.L., 2015), offering valuable insights into brain plasticity and its interaction 
with behavior. 

2. Dance in the development of Social Skills and Quality of Life

Commitment to dance is associated with the emotional competence stimulated by the inter-
action with others (Bojner Horwitz et al. 2015) and “... the experience acquired by young people 
during their participation in organized recreational activities contributes to their personal and 
social development (Sevdalis, Keller, 2011; Temple, Crane, Brown, Williams, Bell, 2016)...”.

Psychologists have shown that body coordination movements performed in pairs produce 
feelings of sympathy and belonging (Chartrand, Bargh, 1999; Marsh, Richardson, Schmidt, 
2009; Oullier, de Guzman, Jantzen, Lagarde, Kelso, 2008; Schmidt, Richardson, 2008), and 
there is emerging evidence that even when the number of people is greater, by moving together, 
the group becomes pro-social (Codrons, Bernardi, Vandoni, Bernardi, 2014; Reddish, Fischer, 
Bulbulia, 2013; Tarr, Launay, Cohen, Dunbar, 2015). It has been found out that similar actions 
are also analogous in time and style, improving cooperation and social relationships (Fischer, 
Callander, Reddish, Bulbulia, 2013; Lumsden, Miles, Macrae, 2014). 

Coordinated physical action can act as “social glue” by uniting people (Valdesolo, Ouyang, 
De Steno, 2010), increasing pleasure (Hove, Risen, 2009; Launay, Dean, Bailes, 2014), the 
perceived and felt feeling of being together and being similar to each other (Lakens, 2010; 
Lumsden et al. 2014), and the cooperation (Wiltermuth, Heath, 2009) and consistency between 
partners’ interaction (Dong, Dai, Wyer, 2015). 

“The synchronization of verbal or non-verbal actions over time is a common feature of 
musical performances and dance (D’Ausilio, Badino, Li, Tokay, Craighero, Canto, et al. 2012;   
Sevdalis, Keller, 2011). Social pedagogy researches have shown that when people interact with 
each other, they become more similar...”. (Vicary, Sperling, Von Zimmermann, Richardson, 
Orgs, 2017). When two people move in synchrony, they become more social  (Von Zimmer-
mann, Vicary, Sperling, Orgs, Richardson, 2018) .

Dance provides an integrative way of educating children and adolescents (with or without 
special educational needs), by improving not only their physical condition, but also by influ-
encing their social, psychological and educational spheres (Munsell, Bryant, Kimberly, 2016; 
Reinders, Bryden, Fletcher, 2015).

The experience gained by young people during their participation in organized recreational 
activities contributes to their personal and social development (Sevdalis, Keller, 2011; Temple, 
Crane, Brown, Williams, Bell, 2016), with higher levels of psychosocial maturity and quality 
of life. 

Scientific evidence also confirms the importance of social skills in contributing to improv-
ing the quality of life. 

It is considered that social skills help people adapt to and negotiate effectively with others, 
depending on the needs and challenges of their daily life. Having good social skills means being 
able to have collaborative and empathetic behaviors. 

If lacking or insufficient social skills can be related to developmental and behavioral prob-
lems, as well as to psychological health problems (Lugnegard, Hallerback, Gillberg, 2011; Ma-
han, Matson, 2011; Matson, Wilkins, 2009; Worley, Matson, 2011), strengthening them leads to 
desirable social outcomes (Hay, Payne, Chadwick, 2004).

Significant information is also provided by studies focusing on the role of dance activities 
(understood as activities facilitating relationships and social skills) related to improving ado-
lescents’ quality of life.  

Dance activities, being of recreational nature, are perceived as a social event, a form of 
entertainment and a means to develop relationships (Doulias, Kosmidou, Pavlogiannis, Pat-
siaouras, 2007). Those who take part in dance activities establish relationships, communicate, 
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are integrated in small or large groups, and express their opinions and ideas (Darginidou, Gouli-
maris, Georgios, 2017). 

Conveying social skills to children and adolescents through the experience gained during 
dance activities contributes to their personal and social development, and also influences their 
behavior, cooperation skills and empathy (Junttila, Voeten, Kaukiainen, Vauras, 2006). Dance 
is an activity that contributes to increasing the vitality of a person able to manage his/her emo-
tions, to develop social relationships (Darginidou L., Goulimaris D, Mavridis G., Gentiles 
M.,2017) and a better quality of life.

3. Biodanza RTS: Emotional Competencies, Social Skills and Quality of Life

The Biodanza system was developed by Rolando Toro Araneda in the 1960s, and is a 
body-mediated pedagogy centered on the spontaneous manifestation of emotions, enabling a 
new way of living one’s own life through intense experiences induced by dance, singing and 
group meetings in situations in which music is the mediator between emotion and movement 
(Toro, 2007) 

The word Biodanza is composed of the prefix “bio” (which derives from the term “bios” 
and means “life”) and the word “dance”, which in French means “integrated movement that is 
full of meaning”. In a semantic sense, therefore, it refers to the dance of life, where dance is 
understood as an integrated movement full of life (Fernández, 2012). 

Biodanza RTS is a system o human potentialities integration and development that employs 
dance/movement, music and group meeting situations as methodological resources to induce 
integral experiences (Merlo, 2015) called vivencia: “the experience lived by an individual with 
great intensity, in the present moment (...)”. (Toro Araneda, 2000); its purpose is to allow people 
entering into contact with themselves and their emotions, feeling their own body, developing 
their potentialities and expressing their identity. 

Biodanza RTS helps people reach a good level of self-esteem, personal affirmation and 
awareness of their abilities, in order to work on problems and find solutions.

It promotes the expression of moods and emotions experienced in a facilitating, non-judg-
mental and creative environment, with the aim of stimulating people to use their resources and 
to develop their empowerment.

The English word “empowerment” derives from the verb “to empower”, and represents the re-
sult of learning experiences that lead the person to reach a “know-how” and a “self-management”, 
a condition of self-confidence and an ability to experience and deal with the surrounding reality. 

By means of the moving body, Biodanza RTS offers the opportunity to express the emotions 
encompassed in this reality, promoting the possibility of accessing one of the most powerful 
experiences of human integration (mind-body-relationship) and emotional re-learning at the 
basis of a good quality of life.

Studies have shown that practicing Biodanza produces positive effects on stress reduction, 
on the change of the way of thinking and feeling; in addition, it increases the sense of compe-
tence and effectiveness, improves mood and mental health, an enriches emotional intelligence 
(Abad, Castillo, Orizia, 2014; Castañeda, 2004, 2009; Fernández, 2012; Mueller, 2012;  Ville-
gas, Stuck, 1999). 

Research activities carried out by Bonetti, Cantos, Tavares, Edinéia (2010) and Cantos, 
Da Silva, Da Silva, Waltrick and Hermes (2005) show that this psychological improvement 
also brings cardiovascular benefits to people with particular pathologies (López, Fierro-Suero, 
Fernández-Ozcorta, Sáenz-López Buñuel, 2018). 

According to the outcomes of a research on the effects of Biodanza RTS generated at psy-
chological and physical level in school-age children, although the main objective of biodanza 
is not the improvement of physical qualities, even if they occur moderately (aerobic power and 
agility), significant improvements have been achieved in the study on psychological variables 



56

proving that Biodanza RTS is a good method to clearly improve the emotional intelligence and 
self-esteem of students, with sufficient repercussions on life satisfaction (López, Fierro-Suero, 
Fernández-Ozcorta, Sáenz-López Buñuel, 2018). This method is also useful to have a greater 
impact on their future professional and personal success. Research on the effects of continuous 
biodanza activity in school age is gradually increasing. 

Other research works on continuous Biodanza activities in school age (7-10 years) have 
shown that the levels of cortisol in the body decrease, resulting in a reduction in stress useful to 
implement the recognition of emotions, concentration and enhancement of social skills. (Stueck, 
Villegas, Lahn , Bauer, Tofts, Sack, 2016; Stueck, 2010; Stueck, Villegas, 2008;  Stueck, Ville-
gas, 2012; Stueck, Villegas, 2009; Stueck, Villegas, Terren, Toro, Mazzarella, Schroeder, 2008; 
Stueck, Villegas, Schoenichen, Bauer, Tofts,  Sack, 2013). 

In Italy, a study specifically focused on the interventions of Biodanza RTS proposed to 
minors under restriction in the juvenile penitentiary institute “Fornelli” of Bari; these interven-
tions were aimed at the prevention of the health state of the detainees, the learning of individual 
strategies (life skills), the acquisition of permanent behaviors to promote new personal compe-
tences (at emotional, cognitive and relational level), and the increased awareness of One’s own 
Well-Being Perception.

Through the administration of the Questionnaire on the Optimal Experience (Goldwurm, 
2015) we wanted to investigate which emotions, thoughts and motivations had characterized 
the experience lived in the Biodanza RTS laboratories, and to simultaneously analyze: Per-
ceived commitment, Perceived abilities, Emotional Well-being, and Motivation (Rosa, Madon-
na, 2019; Rosa, 2019).

The results obtained highlighted the qualitative significance of the experience lived by the 
participants in all aspects (cognitive-behavioral, emotional, motivational and relational), and 
facilitated the adoption of socially-accepted behaviors that underpin their reintegration into 
civil society.

Conclusions

Many studies have established a positive connection between quality of life and recreation-
al, motor and sports activities (Spengler, Woll 2013; Baldwin, Tinsley, 1988) or with sports in 
general (Wankel, Berger, 1990).

It is important to develop emotional competencies and social skills in children and adoles-
cents by providing them with positive experiences that develop physical, psychological and 
socio-relational benefits for a better quality of life (Darginidou, Goulimaris, Mavridis, 2017; 
Darginidou, Goulimaris, Mavridis, Genti M., 2017).

Biodanza RTS (Rolando Toro System) finds its educational and rehabilitative value through 
a  metacognitive learning process. Considered as a bodily-mediated Social Pedagogy, it is able 
to promote global health and well-being for the subject, and to favor the learning of individual 
strategies (life skills), useful for orienting oneself in life by adopting positive attitudes and con-
tributing to collective well-being (Rosa, Madonna, 2019).

A place for Biodanza RTS aimed at children and adolescents should be encouraged and 
proposed especially in schools, since it allows increasing affectivity and empathy, facilitating 
the management of their own and others’ emotions, highlighting the importance of sharing and 
ecological communication, and stimulating pro-social behavior.  

Being Biodanza RTS an activity suitable for men and women of all ages, regardless of their 
different-ability (with or without Special Educational Needs), and having it the lack of knowl-
edge about how to dance as its main requirement, it is an excellent strategy to reach populations 
that, otherwise, could not be interested or involved in other motor, kinesthetic or game activi-
ties. Moreover, the improvement of emotional, relational and social skills potentially represents 
a further possibility of intervention to lead young people to experiment with new ways of relat-
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ing to others and with new openings towards others and the world. It also represents a chance 
to make them become protagonists of their existence, by promoting the development of their 
social skills and by constantly orienting them towards a better quality of life.
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