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Abstract 

 The majority of artistic directors in nonprofit ballet organizations are male, while females 

maintain the majority of performing roles within these companies. George Balanchine, the 

founder of the largest ballet organization in the United States, has a strong influence on the 

pattern of males obtaining these positions, which has led to an abusive and authoritative 

leadership style seen by many artistic directors. Within my research, I question why females are 

not given the opportunity to lead these organizations after a consistent pattern of hyper-

masculine ideology. By analyzing how these male leaders obtained these positions, I was able to 

synthesize the obstacles women face when obtaining high leadership roles based on size, budget, 

and success of the organization, as well as present case studies showcasing positive female 

leadership. Wendy Whelan, Lourdes Lopez, Victoria Morgan, and Julie Kent are a few women 

showcasing unique approaches to artistic leadership and empowering others within the industry.   
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Introduction 

 For decades, women have vastly outnumbered men on stage in ballet performances 

throughout the United States, but after retiring from the stage, principal male dancers often 

advance into artistic director positions, while women are not always given the same opportunities 

within nonprofit ballet organizations. Today, 75% of ballet companies have male artistic 

directors in a predominantly female-driven field (Dance Data Project, 2020). The few female 

directors of nonprofit dance companies, such as Julie Kent at The Washington Ballet and Susan 

Jaffe at Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, have brought their open-minded management style to dance 

companies, especially to those known for their historically one-sided and hierarchical structure 

(Thompson, 2019). These female artistic directors have begun paving the way for a future in 

which there are just as many women in leadership positions as there are on stage. As someone 

who hopes to go into the arts administration field post-graduation, I find this inspiring and want 

to cultivate a conversation around female leadership and empowerment. Within my research I am 

not articulating that males are unsuccessful artistic directors. Instead, I will explain the qualities 

women bring to the table through examples and case studies of successful female leadership.  

Leadership within an arts organization is unlike leadership in a commercial enterprise. A 

leader in an arts organization, specifically a nonprofit dance organization, is known as an 

“artistic director.” This role focuses on the achievement of an artistic goal and the management 

of the artists. The artistic director is responsible for the artistic side of the dance organization, 

while the executive director is responsible for the financial side of the company. From the 

beginning of the 1900’s, there has been a pattern of authoritarian leadership styles from males in 

artistic director positions at major ballet companies that have, in some cases, led to abusive 

behaviors. This leads to many male artistic directors being asked to step down from power and 
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ultimately hurting their organization, creating the opportunity for women to hold an important 

part in this industry. The “Me Too Movement,” popularized in 2017, has shed more light on the 

topic of abusive behaviors. It provides a platform for women of all backgrounds who have 

experienced emotional or sexual violence, most often by a male, to share their stories and let 

others know they are not alone (Me Too, 2020). For women in ballet, the movement has 

provided a place to share their experiences with authoritative leaders or colleagues and stop the 

cycle of toxic behaviors from men in their companies. The few women who have stepped into 

artistic director positions have led the way for more female leadership and equality among 

genders in ballet organizations while prioritizing a healthy work environment and leading their 

companies to become profitable, well-known organizations. 

Beginning Stereotypes 

 In the early 17th century, the Paris Opera introduced the first, celebrated ballerinas, which 

led to women dominating the ballet scene in the 18th and 19th centuries. Since these early times, 

women have always played a predominant role both in dance classes and onstage (Klapper, 

2020). Historically, dancers in companies have been mostly female, but leaders of these 

companies have been mostly male. Rarely did women start their own ballet companies, be a part 

of the administrative side, or hold leadership positions in organizations outside of the ballet 

world. There has been a historical devaluation of female leaders across the United States and 

throughout time, not just in ballet organizations. Equal representation of genders in the 

workplace is found almost nowhere, especially with high leadership roles and CEO positions. 

According to CNN Business, in 2020 there were only 37 women running Fortune 500 

companies, the highest record in history, however, this is only 7.4% of the 500 largest 

corporations in the United States based on total revenue for their respective fiscal years 
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(Ebrahimji, 2020). Ballet organizations actually have a higher percentage rate of female leaders 

than Fortune 500 companies, but that does not mean the representation of men and women in 

artistic director positions is equal. We see this pattern in other leadership roles and arts 

organizations. For the 2019 season, 19% of projects performed by the Top 50 ballet companies 

in the United States were choreographed by women (Dance Data Project, 2020). Similarly, in the 

theater industry, only 29% of all plays are produced by women, while female directors receive 

roughly 37% of the opportunities male directors are given in the professional field (Gilman, 

2019). As shown, inequality is prevalent across multiple areas of the arts. 

Ali B. Duffy, Associate Professor of Dance at Texas Tech University conducted a 

research study about female leadership in United States dance organizations, titled “How 

Barriers Create Opportunities for Women’s Momentum as Leaders in U.S. Dance 

Organizations.” She acknowledges the important leadership qualities women bring to 

organizations, discusses major challenges often faced by women, and examines women as a 

model of change to typical stereotypes. Duffy’s research is important to acknowledge because 

her research shows how women leaders have influenced society and the dance world since the 

beginning of the 20th century. Prior to the 20th century, the Women’s Rights Movement, which 

began in the 1960s and 1970s, was the first-time women were seen as capable identities in a 

work environment, but there was still no shift in leadership in nonprofit ballet organizations 

(Duffy, 2020). Now, although we only see a few female leaders, these women are making a 

difference towards equal representation of females in the ballet community. 

Wendy Oliver and Doug Risner, dance scholars and authors of “Dance and Gender: An 

Evidence-Based Approach,” compared male and female artistic directors and choreographers 

through case studies, which is a different approach than that of Duffy. The two concluded that 
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although women dominated men in the number of performers, men originally dominated women 

on stage with their movement qualities (Oliver & Risner, 2017). Men generally hold more upper-

body strength and show more power behind their movement than women, while women are seen 

as more flexible and graceful. These characteristics led to society stereotyping masculine and 

feminine movements into categories. For example, men are known for their high leaps and 

jumps, while women are known for their turns and balances. Women who are a part of the 

ensemble of a ballet organization are known as the “corps de ballet,” who dance together as a 

group instead of as soloists. Lisa Cole-DeFrank and Renee Nicholson, authors of “The Slow-

Changing Face of Leadership in Ballet: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Analyzing Women's 

Roles,” mention the historical purpose of the corps de ballet is to not showcase individual female 

talent, but instead to have women move seamlessly as if they are blended together, representing 

women being a part of a shadow, rather than performing with their individuality (2016). In many 

instances, this pattern of gender roles on stage is translated into the inequality of gender off stage 

(Duffy, 2020). Males are known to be authoritative and dominant, while women are seen as 

passive and nurturing. However, when a woman exhibits stereotypically masculine leadership 

styles, they are seen as overbearing and angry (Duffy, 2020). Although in today’s society gender 

expectations on stage are beginning to be broken, there are little steps being made offstage with 

women holding artistic leadership positions.  

Duffy explains in her research that there is an underlying pressure for women to all lead 

the same way (2020). The preconceived gender perception of a female artistic director is to have 

warmth, likeability, and submissive qualities, and although some of these characteristics can be 

helpful, women do not fit under one umbrella of leadership. Females in the arts administration 

field feel expected to behave in ways matching the stereotypically feminine role of being passive 
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and submissive, but also feel pressured to masculinize their behavior to obtain these positions, 

leaving an impossible standard for success.  

Obstacles Women Face 

The leadership struggles associated with the greater business community, with women 

facing obstacles trying to achieve CEO positions, directly relates to the leadership struggles 

within the ballet community. The culture of hierarchy in ballet, with men at the top, makes it 

harder for female leaders to excel as artistic directors and causes women to face many hurdles 

before obtaining these positions (Cole-DeFrank & Nicholson, 2016). Similar to other industries, 

the main issue is females are outnumbered. Men head a large portion of dance companies, while 

female leaders are a rarity (Olive & Risner, 2017). There are two main leadership positions in 

nonprofit dance organizations: artistic directors and executive directors. Artistic directors are in 

charge of creating, developing, and implementing the artistic vision of the organization with a 

focus on aesthetic values. The executive director, on the other hand, is responsible for 

implementing strategic plans for the financial side of the organization. Although these positions 

are separate, Katherine Brown, Executive Director of New York City Ballet, stresses the 

importance of having a partnership between the artistic and management teams, because 

everyone is working towards the same goal of honoring and maintaining the organization’s 

integrity (DanceUSA, 2015). Both positions collaborate to make the organization the best it can 

be artistically and financially, however, there is a large difference in the gender distribution of 

artistic and executive director positions.  
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According to the “Artistic and Executive Leadership Report: March 2020,” from the 

Dance Data Project, in the United States 75% of artistic directors of the Top 50 ballet companies 

and 90% of artistic directors 

in the Top 10 ballet 

companies were male in 

2019/2020. Looking at 

Figure 1 created by the 

Dance Data Project, since 

2015 men have held more 

artistic director and 

executive director positions than women (2020). This is curious, considering women make up 

the majority of performing roles within ballet companies, which one would assume means 

women would want to be a part of the artistic side before the executive side. However, the gap 

between genders of executive director positions is less than that of artistic directors, with 2019 

being the first year that women passed men in executive director positions. Women have 

traditionally occupied administrative roles to serve male leaders. The executive director 

generally does the day-to-day, tedious financial work for the organization, while the artistic 

director enjoys the creative process. In other words, the executive director does the dirty work. 

With females passing men in executive director roles, it shows female’s power and ability to lead 

a company’s administrative side, and while this may be the first step in women obtaining artistic 

director positions in the future, women aren’t given the proper credit for the hard work 

associated with the executive director role, since artistic directors are often known as the faces of 

the companies. As you can see from the data shown, women make up less than half of artistic 

Figure 1 



 8 

director positions in the Top 50 ballet companies in the United States, which shows a change 

needs to be made for equal representation among all positions.  

Along with a numerical gap in leadership positions between men and women, there is a 

large difference in pay between men and women in artistic director positions specifically. 

According to the Dance Data Project’s research, in 2018 women earned 61 cents for every dollar 

a man earned as artistic director, and on average female artistic directors earn $144,413.62 per 

year, while male artistic directors earn $228,209.45 per year, showing a gender wage gap larger 

than the general industry gap (2020). The Center for American Progress reported that in 2018, 

women earned 82 cents for every dollar earned by men based on the US Census Bureau 

(Bleiweis, 2020). The difference in the pay for ballet organizations compared to the general data 

presented could be due to the differences in fields, years of experience of the individual, or 

discrimination. With today’s society striving to provide equal opportunities between genders, it 

is shocking to see this gap increase when only focusing on nonprofit ballet organizations.  

Other sources present the reason for this wage gap could be the correlation between the 

size of the organization and the genders of the artistic director. Males clearly dominate women in 

obtaining these positions, but differences between female and male artistic directors become 

apparent when considering budget size, audience size, touring opportunities, and salaries of 

dancers and staff. Larger ensembles are more likely to have male artistic directors than female 

and smaller companies are more likely to have female artistic directors than male. Male-headed 

dance companies also receive more invitations to perform at well-known dance venues, such as 

Jacob’s Pillow and the American Dance Festival (Oliver & Risner, 2017). This could be due to 

the lack of funding for female-led companies. The median budget for female artistic directors is 

$19,600, while male artistic directors have a median budget of $72,350 (Oliver & Risner, 2017). 
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This data shows that men are overwhelmingly granted the funding and awards to produce large 

projects, giving them an edge compared to female-led companies. 

Traditional Masculinity Ideology 

George Balanchine created the first large nonprofit dance organization in the United 

States, New York City Ballet, which can be directly linked to an authoritative leadership style 

within the ballet genre. Balanchine is well known for saying, “ballet is woman,” meaning ballet 

is meant for the female body to show their feminine qualities. (Macaulay, 2017). This phrase can 

be linked to the beginning of males feeling as if they need to look and act a certain way on stage 

to be respected by ballet masters. The traditional masculinity ideology is a part of a set of 

behaviors including “suppressing emotions or masking distress, maintaining an appearance of 

hardness, and violence as an indicator of power,” (Salam, 2019). Statistically, there are many gay 

men involved in ballet, but this certainly doesn’t mean all male dancers are gay. However, 

society puts pressure on male figures involved in dance to exaggerate their masculinity in order 

to not seem homosexual, even though homosexuality is accepted in today’s society. Ramsay 

Burt, author of The Male Dancer: Bodies, Spectacle, Sexualities, explains that for gay men at the 

early stages of modern dance, “coming out” wasn’t an option, so in order to protect themselves 

from hatred, many male dancers denied any knowledge of homosexuality among dancers (1995). 

In contrast, the LGBTQ+ community is widely respected in the United States, but some men 

involved in ballet still feel a need to hypermasculine themselves. In a podcast hosted by Barry 

Kerollis, a former Pacific Northwest Ballet dancer, he discusses his experience with ballet 

training and performance. He explains how many principal male dancers put on a show in front 

of their peers as a defense mechanism in an “art form often considered effeminate,” (2018). 

Hypermasculinity in ballet often stems from men needing to prove that ballet is just as masculine 
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as football or other male sports. This can lead to men trying to prove their masculinity outside of 

the rehearsal space by being overbearing in relationships, leadership, and in social settings. 

New York City Ballet has always made ballet so beautiful and enjoyable to watch, but 

behind the curtain, there is a dark, underlying layer of authoritative behaviors that aren’t 

typically discussed. In 2018, Chase Finlay, a principal male dancer at New York City Ballet was 

forced out after sharing sexually explicit photos of his former girlfriend, without her consent 

(Jacobs, 2020). Two other NYCB dancers were involved in the sharing of photos and were asked 

to leave the company with Finlay. This scandal sparked a reassessment of the culture at NYCB, 

since some female dancers stated they were not comfortable dancing with men involved in this 

incident. Kerollis’ podcast discusses the “fraternity-like,” toxic atmosphere associated with the 

company (2018). Peter Martins, the Artistic Director at the time, excused the dancers’ behaviors 

that objectified women, potentially leading to abuse. These dancers showed a need for 

dominance by sharing those photos, creating an uncomfortable space for fellow female dancers. 

Since many principal dancers later advance into artistic director positions, it is possible that male 

artistic directors carry this pattern of abusing power into their leadership positions. With a 

history of this behavior, it is apparent now more than ever that more gender diversity in 

leadership positions is needed.  

 Balanchine’s influence is a part of almost every ballet school and company in the United 

States with many former male students of Balanchine later being appointed as artistic directors of 

major ballet companies or leading ballet schools throughout the country (Cole-DeFrank & 

Nicholson, 2016). The Balanchine Method, developed by George Balanchine, is taught around 

the country by focusing on quick movements with an open upper body. Although his method has 

created a lasting legacy, Balanchine has a history of negative behavior towards female and Black 
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bodies and can be attributed to the stereotype of thin ballet bodies on stage. Balanchine also 

influenced the idea of women remaining on stage, while males advance into positions off stage, 

bringing hyper-masculinity into their leadership. As a leader, Balanchine was known to be 

hierarchical and authoritative, which are two qualities often linked with hyper-masculinity. 

Balanchine used this leadership style until passing his title onto Peter Martins, who adopted the 

same hierarchical style and continued the cycle of men in power (Cole-DeFrank & Nicholson, 

2016).  

 Martins became the Artistic Director of New York City Ballet in 1990 and led the Ballet 

until 2018. It was during Martin’s time in power that the sexually explicit photo scandal 

occurred, while Martins himself was accused of sexual assault and physical and verbal abuse, 

leading to his resignation in early 2019 (Kourlas, 2019). Martins was not a healthy leader for 

NYCB due to his toxic leadership approach. A New York Times article emerged in 2018 

explaining how many dancers at the Ballet were too afraid to speak up to Martins because he 

“verbally and physically bullied performers and students, shamed them about their bodies, and 

abused his power by conducting sexual relationships with select dancers” (Pogrebin, 2018). 

These actions can be linked to the qualities of a commanding leadership style. Martins seemed as 

though he needed to prove himself to be powerful by acting in a sexually misconducted way 

towards his female performers, which is very similar to how Balanchine acted when he ran 

NYCB. The two leaders left a long road for their successors to turn around the company and 

create a safe environment for all of its performers and staff.  

New York City Ballet: Two Steps Forward, One Step Back 

It is important to recognize how authoritative leadership qualities can affect a workplace 

culture and when new leadership is needed. Following Martins’ resignation, in February of 2020, 
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Johnathan Stafford was named Artistic Director of New York City Ballet and the School of 

American Ballet, the official school associated with the Ballet, and Wendy Whelan was named 

Associate Artistic Director of New York City Ballet. In an interview with the New York Times, 

Stafford and Whelan made it clear that they don’t just want to transform the company, but also 

inspire the larger dance world (Kourlas, 2019). Even though their mission was clear, which 

audiences appreciated, there was a lot of backlash received about the choice of another male 

artistic director after the issues with Martins and his hyper-masculinity.  

 Whelan is making history as the first woman to have a permanent leadership role on the 

artistic side of this organization, but after the allegations the Ballet had to face, it is surprising 

another male was appointed as artistic director. In an interview, the two said “they intended to 

work as partners,” so it is curious that their titles are not co-artistic directors (Kourlas, 2019). 

Whelan may not have the experience of running a ballet company, but few women do. Whelan 

has more star power and charisma than Stafford, due to her well-known, successful performing 

career, but it seems as if Whelan was looked at more for her gender rather than her intelligence 

and ability to bring something new to an organization (Kourlas, 2019). Whelan received her 

Doctorate of Arts, honoris causa, from Bellarmine University, which is often overlooked since 

her performance career was so extensive (“Wendy Whelan,” 2020).  

Looking past the inequality of positions, Stafford has done an amazing job in 

transforming the organization after the scandal associated with Martins, which is shown in New 

York City Ballet’s financial statements. According to GuideStar, in the fiscal year 2018, NYCB 

had a net gain of $10,529,652. At the end of the fiscal year 2019, a few months after Martins had 

retired, NYCB had a net loss of $602,372, a huge downfall for the company both financially and 

publicly (GuideStar, 2020). Since then, the company has started to see profitability again because 
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of Stafford, while Whelan has focused more on the programming. The company is on the right 

path of gaining the recognition they once had but could gain even greater success with equal 

positions for both genders leading the Ballet. 

What Females Say About Their Leadership Styles 

 Although women haven’t been given the opportunity to hold artistic director positions, 

the few women that do have these leadership roles claim to bring unique qualities to the table, 

including enhanced creativity; an emphasis on diversity, equity, and inclusion; strong 

interpersonal skills; and a collaborative work environment. Many female directors share a history 

of creative perseverance, giving them a desire to learn from the limits placed on them (Thomas, 

2016). Women in the dance world have faced many obstacles, but these difficulties have only 

pushed them farther in their careers (Cole-DeFrank & Nicholson, 2016). 

 Women who hold high leadership positions are expected to use a nurturing leadership 

style. In some cases, contrary to popular belief, this can be very beneficial in the dance world, 

especially with a historical pattern of authoritative behaviors preceding these leaders, but in other 

cases, a nurturing leadership style holds women back from achieving their goals within an 

organization. According to Candice Thompson, who wrote an article for Dance Magazine in 

2016 that investigated the successful leadership qualities of particular female artistic directors, 

women often use greater empathy in their language and approach to leading. This style allows 

for dancers and staff to trust the artistic director even more. Susan Jaffe, the recently appointed 

Artistic Director of Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, mentioned in an interview that she stresses the 

importance of dancer health and well-being through the help of Pilates, gyro tonics, cardio, and 

meditation, showing care for her dancers and staff (Sucato, 2020). Ballet organizations are 

cutthroat, so Jaffe, along with other female directors, believe in the importance of building trust 
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with their dancers through honesty in order to have deeper conversations surrounding artistic 

fulfillment (Thompson, 2016). Jaffe also mentioned planning to give everyone her full trust and 

longer periods of time to adapt to major changes in the organization, showing her nurturing side. 

Although this approach shows Jaffe caring for her dancers, this is an example of the nurturing 

approach holding directors back. Leaving long periods of time to adapt to changes prevents 

Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre from advancing at a quicker rate, leaving the organization to fall 

behind with new opportunities compared to other ballet organizations of similar sizes.  

Duffy stresses the importance of interpersonal skills as a female leader in order to build 

strong connections with administrative staff, performers, other company leaders, and the larger 

community. Her research presents that females’ social relationship skills are proven to be more 

developed than males, giving females an advantage with communication skills (Duffy, 2020). 

Artistic directors need to have strong active listening skills, allowing them to take risks within 

the company and listen to ideas outside of their own. Artistic directors are always seeking 

opportunities to help their organizations succeed. Interpersonal skills also allow leaders to build 

trust within the organization, similar to the nurturing leadership style. With the combination of a 

woman’s nurturing approach and developed interpersonal skills, female artistic directors are able 

to lead companies with a unique style, bringing them to organizational success (Thompson, 

2016). Males can use this leadership approach as well, but Thomas demonstrates it is more 

apparent in female artistic directors such as Susan Jaffe, Julie Kent, and Lourdes Lopez.  

 Both men and women often find success in dance education, advocacy, and scholarly 

work prior to obtaining artistic direction positions, where they are able to take what they have 

learned from prior positions and implement it into the company. Julie Kent was named Artistic 

Director of the American Ballet Theatre summer intensive in 2015, giving her experience in arts 
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administration, prior to obtaining the Artistic Director position for The Washington Ballet (“Julie 

Kent,” 2020). Kent used the experience from ABT to build a stronger education initiative at The 

Washington Ballet, which allowed her to stand out from other company leaders. Many male 

artistic directors only have a background in performing, which although is helpful, is not as 

valuable in future administrative positions. The performance space is also where a lot of hyper-

masculinity emerges from, which isn’t suitable to bring into a leadership role. Similar to Kent, 

through previous opportunities, many female artistic directors have built community engagement 

programs, site-specific works, and fostered collaborations with other organizations (Sucato, 

2020). Through all of these initiatives, female leaders have the opportunity to keep dance in the 

center of society and make creative connections in the field if appointed to an artistic director 

role (Duffy, 2020).  

 In their research focusing on qualities female leaders bring to organizations, Cole-

DeFrank and Nicholson analyze how women are often able to build a more inclusive dance 

community by developing stronger connections than men would in an artistic director position 

(2016). Many artistic directors believe in the importance of fostering diversity in ballet through 

showcasing multiracial dancers, introducing innovative ballets, and developing a more inclusive 

audience base. Dorothy Gunther Pugh, artistic director of Ballet Memphis, is fostering a program 

where audience members are able to have conversations about diversity (Thompson, 2016). 

Along with generating dialogues about important issues, many companies are exploring the 

characteristics of ballets while looking at gender and racial imbalance. It is nice to see 

companies, like Ballet Memphis, challenging the role of gender and race on and off stage with a 

female running the artistic side of the organization, but there is still a lack of women of color in 

these roles. This pattern is also seen at Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre with Susan Jaffe as Artistic 
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Director. In an interview with Dance Magazine, Jaffe stresses the importance of diversity and 

inclusion as she transitions into this role (Sucato, 2020). Many female artistic directors are also 

incorporating DEI initiatives into their company’s mission and programming; however, the ballet 

community is not only in need of females as artistic directors, but women of color as artistic 

directors as well. Lourdes Lopez of Miami City Ballet is one of the few in this industry that is 

not only a Latina artistic director, but she is also pushing boundaries of traditional, ‘white’ views 

of ballet stemming from George Balanchine.  

Changing Face of Leadership: Lourdes Lopez 

 Although there are many companies that have not given women the proper chance to lead 

the organization as artistic director, Miami City Ballet proved to be an exception when Lourdes 

Lopez became the first female to lead a nonprofit ballet company into the Top 10 ballet 

organizations in the United States. A Cuban American dancer, Lopez was named Artistic 

Director of Miami City Ballet in 2012 when the company was divided due to an unsatisfied 

Board of Directors left from former artistic director Edward Villella. Since then she has not only 

made the company extremely successful and world-renowned, but also made history in the world 

of ballet (Cole-DeFrank & Nicholson, 2016). Along with being a strong female leader, Lopez is 

the only Latina to lead one of the largest ballet companies in the United States, bringing her 

cultural roots into the company’s repertoire. Prior to obtaining this position, Lopez studied and 

danced with George Balanchine as a professional. After her performing career, Lopez spent time 

reporting on the arts for television and managing The George Balanchine Foundation as its 

executive director. She also co-founded a contemporary ballet company, giving her experience in 

many dance fields that she was able to bring to her current role at Miami City Ballet (Thompson, 

2016).  
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 Since being appointed as artistic director, Lopez has used her unique leadership approach 

as an asset to the company. De-Frank and Nicholson’s research shows that Lopez is bringing in a 

diverse repertoire of work and encouraging choreography projects from other dancers (2016). 

She even adopted Balanchine’s old ballets to fit Miami’s cultural aesthetic, showcasing her 

adapting traditional choreography to progress forward in a world of equal representation among 

ethnicities in dance. Lopez has an open-door policy for her dancers and staff, meaning she 

communicates openly, demonstrates integrity and trust, and encourages participation in all 

events, similar to Jaffe building trust with her dancers to support artistic fulfillment. She stresses 

listening to her dancers, taking input, and having open communication, which ensures strong 

relationships between her dancers and staff (De-Frank & Nicholson, 2016). In her Dance 

Magazine article, Thompson brings up the point that Lopez is very thought-oriented, which is 

important as an artistic director of a major ballet company (2016). She takes the time to break 

phrases apart and asks dancers to think about their artistry. Lopez has calm, steady energy and is 

always involved in the smallest details, which shows a unique leadership approach compared to 

the common overbearing, male artistic director style. One of the main reasons Lopez is most 

successful in her position is that in a short period of time, Miami City Ballet started producing 

results. Ticket sales rose to over $3 million, while engagement was at an all-time high (De-Frank 

& Nicholson, 2016).  

 Although Lopez shows a lot of qualities as a promising leader, it is important to 

recognize her downfalls during her professional career. Kathryn Morgan, a former Miami City 

Ballet dancer, recently posted a video on her YouTube channel describing her toxic experience at 

MCB and why she chose to leave the company after one year. According to Charlotte Barnett, a 

writer for The Observer, Morgan was a former dancer at New York City Ballet, where she was 



 18 

diagnosed with a medical condition causing her to gain weight and led to her leaving her 

performing career to focus on her health (2020). After seven years of not performing, she 

allowed herself to take time to feel fit and healthy before returning to ballet as a soloist at Miami 

City Ballet. As Barnett stated in her article, Lopez promised Morgan “a number of leading roles 

for the upcoming season,” but failed to follow through with this promise after the artistic staff at 

MCB told Morgan her body wasn’t looking her best (Barnett, 2020). This caused Morgan to 

suffer from old habits of eating disorders including limiting food and feeling unhappy in her own 

skin. After Morgan shared her story, many other dancers from Miami City Ballet spoke out 

against the body-shaming experiences from the artistic staff within the company. When dancers 

didn’t meet the “look” Lopez preferred, they were made to feel not good enough and weak in an 

already hostile environment (Barnett, 2020).  

With Lopez making history as the first female artistic director in the Top 10 ballet 

companies in the United States, it is unfortunate that she would succumb to the behavior of 

body-shaming her company members. Her behavior could stem from her training with 

Balanchine. Balanchine was known to pride dancers on their thin physique, which would affect 

the role of the dancer within the company. Lopez could have experienced this leadership style 

from Balanchine when she studied with him and then brought it into her own leadership qualities 

after being appointed Artistic Director of MCB. Lopez has many characteristics of a fair, 

nurturing leader, but the accusations made against MCB makes the ballet community question if 

this negative behavior goes on in other companies with female artistic directors and if this is 

another thing stopping females from obtaining high leadership roles. Whether this stemmed from 

Lopez or other artistic staff members, it doesn’t seem Lopez is being responsive to the real and 

raw accusations made against her company, since she has not released a statement or response to 
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Morgan’s video. It is important for leaders to hold themselves and their staff accountable in 

situations regarding the health and well-being of other individuals. 

Artistic and Executive: Victoria Morgan 

 Victoria Morgan, one of the longest-serving female artistic directors in the Top 50 ballet 

companies in the United States with 24 seasons of experience at Cincinnati Ballet, has a similar 

drive to Lopez, with both women taking on any opportunity to benefit their companies. Morgan’s 

biography on Cincinnati Ballet’s website mentions the tremendous amount of growth and 

success the company has had under the leadership of Morgan (“Victoria Morgan,” 2020). Prior 

to obtaining her current role, Morgan graduated Magna Cum Laude with an M.F.A. from the 

University of Utah. In her professional career, she was a resident choreographer for San 

Francisco Opera, performed as a principal dancer for San Francisco Ballet and Ballet West, and 

served on multiple Boards of Directors including Dance Magazine and Dance USA, showing a 

wealth of experience in both performing and leading. Compared to Lopez, Morgan never trained 

with Balanchine, so it is interesting to compare the two leadership styles in relation to their 

biggest dancing influences.  

 Morgan was appointed Artistic Director in 1997, but starting in 2008, she served as both 

the Artistic Director and CEO of Cincinnati Ballet, taking on both major leadership roles for the 

organization. During her time as CEO, when the company’s deficits had been growing for years, 

Morgan was able to stabilize their finances, build a $13 million endowment fund that is still 

growing today, create an operating reserve, present million-dollar capital projects, and expand 

the Otto M. Budig Academy. Similar to Lopez, Morgan also focused on building the company’s 

community engagement programming to be more involved in the diverse community of 

Cincinnati, although Morgan didn’t restructure any ballets as Lopez did. After 9 years of holding 
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both leadership roles, a new CEO was appointed and Morgan became the full-time artistic 

director, “giving her the opportunity to focus exclusivity on artistic excellence” (“Victoria 

Morgan,” 2020). As a full-time artistic director, she focused on the choreography of one-act and 

full-length ballets, while also concentrating on fundraising the construction of a brand new nine-

studio facility opening in June 2021. 

 Adaptability is a very important quality of a good leader, especially with the recent 

development of the Coronavirus pandemic. Many arts organizations have experienced closures 

because of the spread of the virus; therefore, arts organizations had no choice but to learn how to 

adapt quickly and efficiently to be able to engage their audiences in an innovative way and 

prepare to reopen at a later date. Morgan and the rest of the Cincinnati Ballet team responded to 

COVID-19 in a “creative and science-based way” (“Victoria Morgan,” 2020). The company was 

one of the nation’s first ballet companies to safely present a performance to an audience in an 

outdoor setting. Cincinnati Ballet has also introduced a new “CB At Home” program, giving 

ballet lovers a place to watch past performances and rehearsals and take live online ballet classes. 

New York City Ballet, Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, and Miami City Ballet, along with many other 

companies around the world, have also adopted similar virtual programming, showing that 

multiple leaders are focusing on adaptation, but Morgan is the only artistic director out of these 

companies to put her adaptation strategy within her biography, showing her current priorities 

within the company. The “CB at Home” program shows Morgan’s ability to adapt, as well as her 

dedication to the company and willingness to continue to bring joy to audiences through dance, 

even during this time of uncertainty and fear.  

Devon Carney, a choreographer, and performer of many years, became the Associate 

Artistic Director of Cincinnati Ballet in 2003, where he worked alongside Morgan and focused 
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on much of the programming for the company. He worked with many choreographers and 

created several of his own works as well, but most importantly, he learned from Morgan’s 

leadership style. After being in Cincinnati for 10 years, Carney went on to become the Artistic 

Director of Kansas City Ballet, which is a similar-sized company as Cincinnati Ballet but is 

ranked one position below Cincinnati. Similar to Morgan, Carney has incorporated many 

community engagement programs and a “KC at Home” program to cultivate a community from 

afar, showing male artistic directors also taking strides towards building a better organization 

during the pandemic (“Devon Carney,” 2020). Both companies are very similar, but based on 

financial data, Cincinnati Ballet seems to be steadily increasing in their net gain, while Kansas 

City Ballet had a net gain of $22 million in 2016 and a net loss of $1 million in 2018 (GuideStar, 

2020). This financial plummet demonstrates that Carney may need to focus more on fundraising 

and contributions through diverse programming, rather than repertoire. Carney can also learn 

from Morgan’s success as the CEO of the Cincinnati Ballet to find new ways to grow revenue. 

Mother and Leader: Julie Kent 

 One obstacle a woman who holds a high leadership position faces is being looked at 

differently when taking maternity leave or being a mother. Yolanda Davis, author of “The Art of 

Having It All: Mothers in Performing Arts Administration and the Use of Work-Life Policies,” 

mentions the lack of female leaders in nonprofit dance organizations is not due to the shortfall of 

commitment, but instead because of systematic barriers (2014). It is rare to see successful 

women artistic directors as mothers, but Julie Kent, Artistic Director of The Washington Ballet, 

breaks this stereotype. According to an article from The Washington Post, many women start in 

entry-level positions, and as they move onto higher roles, they begin to have children, making it 

difficult to balance a family and a career, a notion that is disproven by Kent (McGregor, 2018). 
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Kent is both a successful leader and a mother of two, showing she is able to balance being a 

leader and family member. Kent’s husband, Victor Barbee, is the Associate Artistic Director of 

The Washington Ballet, exhibiting another example of Kent’s ability to balance work and family 

within her workplace. Similarly, Lopez is also an example of a wife and mother of two being 

able to maintain a healthy and separate relationship with her company and family.  

Kent became the Artistic Director of The Washington Ballet in 2016, after having the 

longest ballerina career in American Ballet Theatre’s history (“Julie Kent,” 2020). Throughout 

her time at ABT she was able to gain a wealth of knowledge on and off stage, similar to many 

other artistic directors who started with a career in performance. According to her biography on 

The Washington Ballet website, Kent has brought classical and contemporary masterworks into 

the repertoire, including her own restaging of The Sleeping Beauty (2020). She is most known 

for redefining the image of the American ballerina through her dedication to creativity, 

expression, and “propelling ballet forward to the 21st century,” (“Julie Kent,” 2020). Unlike 

Lopez, Kent is passionate about eliminating the body-shaming culture within the ballet 

community, and instead focuses on finding beauty within oneself. In a New York Times 

interview, Kent says, “there is beauty in everything if you look for it and find it in yourself, and 

if you contribute it to your world in any way you can,” (Shapiro, 2015). Kent is an inspiration to 

many women around the United States by showing that she is able to be a mother, hold a 

leadership position, perform, and encourage body positivity, all the while making a difference in 

the ballet community through progressive choreography and expanding on The Washington 

Ballet’s arts education initiatives. 

Conclusion 
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 Women are mostly known to hold leadership positions in choreography, primary and 

secondary school systems, colleges and universities, dance writing, and research, but are rarely 

seen in artistic director roles. Male artistic directors, however, are more common, even when 

women maintain the majority of performing roles in nonprofit ballet organizations. Females 

bring a unique leadership approach and fresh eyes to many ballet companies across the United 

States. Many males involved in ballet organizations have a history with abusive and authoritative 

qualities that can carry over into their jobs, but there are some male artistic directors that are 

extremely successful in leading their companies artistically. So how can we fill the gender gap of 

these artistic leadership roles without the termination of male employees? One way is to begin 

appointing associate or co-artistic director roles, similar to what New York City Ballet has done, 

to allow females the opportunity to collaborate with other experienced leaders, both male and 

female. Los Angeles Ballet is using this approach with two artistic directors of opposite genders, 

Thordal Christensen and Colleen Neary, who were chosen as Co-Artistic Directors in 2017. 

Their appointment proves that there is still a bright future for women in dance leadership roles.  

Another way to encourage female leadership and empowerment is through conferences. 

The Women in Dance Leadership Conference is an international conference continuing 

discussions about female leadership in dance by providing a place for artists to create and present 

their work (“Women in Dance Leadership Conference,” 2018). This conference is a great 

example of women supporting other women and advocating for female leadership. Dance 

companies have made significant strides to cultivate a community both onstage and off, and 

having more women in leadership roles is the next step in building the strength of this 

community. 
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