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The centerpiece of Sanctuary 
Spa at Sanctuary on Camelback 
Mountain in Scottsdale, Arizona, is 
the reflecting pond in the spa’s Zen 
Meditation Garden. Sanctuary Spa 
recently trained all its spa therapists 
in oncology massage.

Pampering
plus
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Hotel spas will never stop 
pampering guests, but in their 
ongoing struggle to differentiate 

themselves and meet evolving customer 
needs, spas today are finding new 
ways to deliver memorable experiences 
and, most important, concrete results. 
Take Sanctuary Spa at Sanctuary on 
Camelback Mountain in Scottsdale, 
Arizona, which recently trained its spa 
therapists in oncology massage. The 
spa already boasted a breathtaking 
natural setting and an array of treat-
ments, but Spa Director Robert Vance 
explains that the facility has long been 

moving in a wellness-oriented direc-
tion. “Our guests right now are very 
knowledgeable,” he says. “They still 
want pampering. They still want relax-
ation. But ultimately with everyone’s 
purse strings being tightened a little bit 
they’re also looking for the most value 
for the money they’re paying.”

Amy McDonald, principal of 
Tucson, Arizona-based spa developer 
Under a Tree Consulting, sees an 
increasing focus on health and wellness 
programming at hotel spas — not to 
mention related emphasis on “green” 
products and practices as well as 

offerings that highlight various local 
customs or traditions — as a significant 
realignment of the industry, and one 
that’s here to stay. In addition to all 
guests making more careful purchas-
ing decisions, McDonald says an 
increasing number of guests fall under 
the “LOHAS” label, which stands for 
“lifestyles of health and sustainability.” 
Plus, with the number of seasoned 
spa-goers on the rise, more guests “are 
looking for deeper, more health-ori-
ented or spiritually oriented modalities 
in the context of their own personal 
exploration,” McDonald notes. 

McDonald concedes that while 
margins can be less than those for more 
conventional offerings, “alternative” 
treatments can present less obvious 
benefits such as expansion into new 
markets. David Stoup, chairman and 
CEO of Trilogy Spa Ventures, which 
has offices in New York City and 
Phoenix, Arizona, agrees that while 
these treatments are usually not the 
mainstay of a hotel spa’s business, if 
they can create differentiation, that 
can be critical to the entire property’s 
bottom line. “If a spa is not helping 
to differentiate resort A from hotel 
B, then it’s not doing its job,” Stoup 
says. “Being a profit center is not the 
only responsibility of a spa. The real 
opportunity is to leverage whatever 
your point of difference is resort-wide 
and grow rate and occupancy.”

Finding alternatives, delivering results
Sanctuary Spa worked with an author-
ity in oncology massage, Charlotte 
Michael Versagi, an educator and 
author of an upcoming medical mas-
sage textbook, to conduct a two-day 
training for all 24 of its spa therapists 
in February and will offer them 
refresher courses annually. Since the 
spa did not add a specific oncology 

TreaTmenTs based on science, naTure 
and local cusToms are the latest ways hotel 
spas are offering guests a luxurious experience and 
measurable results.
By Ann Bagel Storck, managing editor

The lush grounds at La Costa Resort 
and Spa in Carlsbad, California, 
inspired a new treatment menu 

focused on local ingredients.
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massage to its menu of services, opting 
instead to communicate therapists’ 
capabilities to guests more subtly, 
Vance notes that there won’t be a direct 
return on the investment. “We did feel 
like we were going to be able to open 
our doors to more guests that maybe 
had hesitation to come see us prior to 
this,” he adds.

The ability to attract a variety of 
guests was a major motivator behind 
London Syon Park, A Waldorf Astoria 
Hotel’s decision to partner with noted 
UK cosmetic surgeon Alex Karidis, 
who is offering non-surgical treat-
ments at the hotel’s Kallima Spa such 
as HydraFacial to remove dead skin 
cells and moisturize new skin; Dermal 
Fillers to plump thin lips or improve 
the appearance of scars; and Intense 
Pulse Light Therapy to remove age 
spots or freckles. Rachel Tebble, direc-
tor of spa at the West London property, 
notes that 60% of Kallima’s customers 
are not hotel guests, and Karidis’ 
offerings provide a range of options 
that complement more conventional 
spa attractions. 

“People are starting to make spa 
visits part of their lives and routines 
rather than the occasional treat 
they once were, and we only see this 
continuing to grow,” Tebble says. “I 
think the general mindset is to find 
alternatives, and with our partnering 
with Alex Karidis, we are able to cater 
to that ever-shifting market segment.”

Margaret Lora, spa director at Spa 
Merge at West 57th Street by Hilton 
Club in New York City, also attracts 
a large number of local guests to her 
facility — 65%. She says her clients 
often seek spa treatments such as Spa 
Merge’s new plant stem cell facial, 
which uses plant stem cell serum to 
stimulate new skin cell growth and 
slow cellular aging, before visiting a 
dermatologist or other doctor’s office. 
“We have all the bells and whistles 
you’d expect in a luxury day spa,” 
Lora notes, “but what we have done is 

Since water has been the basis of spas 
for hundreds of years and the basis of 
Kohler, Wisconsin-based Kohler Co. 
since its 19th century origins, it made 
perfect sense that Kohler Waters Spa 
at The American Club resort in Kohler 
chose water treatments as its core 
when it opened 10 years ago. The 
spa launches at least one new water 
treatment each year, says Kohler Co. 
Director of Wellness Jean Kolb, most 
recently Complete Harmony, a service 
focused on the entire body that utilizes 
two rooms and a custom-made Vichy 
shower with pre-programmed shower 
heads, so staff never has to take their 
hands off the guest.

“You walk out of there, and you feel 
like you are mentally and physically 
back in balance,” Kolb says.

She notes that water treatments 
comprise about 14% of all the spa’s 
treatments and are tailored for more 
seasoned spa-goers. Water treat-
ments appeal to both men and women, 

too; according to Kolb, half the guests 
seeking water treatments are men, 
often drawn by exhilarating offerings 
such as the Highland Fling, in which 
cool water is thrown on a guest while 
he’s under a warm-water shower.

Health and wellness is a central 
focus of water treatments, Kolb says, 
which marries well with what she 
views as a worldwide trend in the spa 
industry. “You’re seeing the younger 
generation taking a very proactive 
approach at a young age to taking care 
of themselves,” she notes. “They are 
using spa as a way to ward off long-
term health care in the future.”

And while water treatments may 
have a history of being viewed as 
somewhat unconventional, at least in 
the United States, Kolb believes that is 
starting to change. “The more we do 
them and do them well and make sure 
they are therapeutic and beneficial,” 
she predicts, “the more popular they 
will become.”

Water treatments comprise about 14% of all treat-
ments at Kohler Waters Spa at The American Club 
resort in Kohler, Wisconsin, and at least one new 

water treatment is introduced each year.

Magic waters
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taken that luxury day spa concept and 
combined results with it.”

Green philosophies
In addition to science-based results, 
Spa Merge highlights the “green” 
nature of many of its treatments. A new 
manicure and massage, for example, 
utilize all-natural, plant-based  
emollients and pure essential oils.

“In order to be fully credible, spas 
that are presenting a health and 
wellness philosophy should also be 
committed to a genuine foundation of 
wellness in all aspects of their busi-
ness, incorporating sustainability in 
its multiple contexts,” McDonald says. 
“The pressure will continue to grow for 
spas to remain consistently focused on 
environmental stewardship.”

Given the stunning natural beauty 
surrounding The Andaman, a 
Starwood Luxury Collection resort 
in Langkawi, Malaysia, it was only 
fitting that the V Botanical Spa on the 
property offers 100% certified organic 
food-grade products and treatments. 
Hair and body oils, multi-functional 
aromatics, nutraceutical supple-
ments and nutritional lip balms are 
manufactured with renewable energy 
and packaged using eco-friendly 
materials. “Choosing organic, sustain-
able ingredients and incorporating 
them in all our treatments is a natural 
reflection of our philosophy,” explains 
Christina Low, head of V Integrated 
Wellness. “With our resort nestled in a 
pristine, ancient rainforest that is part 
of a UNESCO Natural Geopark, we 
actively try to protect the surround-
ing beauty for generations to come. 
Selecting products that are not  
sustainable would contradict our 
environmental efforts.”

Similarly, a new treatment menu at 
La Costa Resort and Spa in Carlsbad, 
California, drew inspiration from 
the property’s pristine surroundings. 
“We looked for products that were 
both earth-friendly and could produce 

results-oriented experiences,” says Spa 
Director Michelle Frye. 

La Costa found a company formu-
lating products with pure, naturally 
harvested ingredients that offers more 
than 100 organic, ethically wild-crafted 
or ecologically sensible essential oils 
and CO2 extracts. An unexpected 
bonus: According to Frye, most of the 
products cost less than more conven-
tional items the spa had been using 
previously. “It is not surprising that 
without all those additives in products, 
prices are lower,” she says.

A big potential challenge with green 
treatments, however, is efficacy. “When 
green means that you have to give up 
something in the way of performance, 
that’s not acceptable to consumers,” 
Stoup says. Lora emphasizes the 
importance of taking the time to test 
products and equipment; she waits 
until she sees clinical studies before 
introducing new treatments at Spa 
Merge, in addition to trying them for at 

least 90 days on spa staff.
Still, Lora adds, eco-friendly 

sourcing is no longer the adventure it 
used to be. “Twelve years ago organic 
products were probably ground up in 
somebody’s basement,” she jokes.  
“It has become a lot easier to find  
those products.”

Local connections
Connecting guests to the local environ-
ment via spa treatments is another 
movement many properties are taking 
to the next level. At La Costa, almost 
a third of the 43,000-sq-ft (3,995-sqm) 
spa is outdoors, Frye notes, which 
became built-in inspiration for the spa’s 
offerings. “The grounds are beautifully 
lush, with flowers and gardens every-
where, while the spa is built around a 
garden courtyard with waterfall  
showers, citrus trees and an herb gar-
den,” she says. “These elements led us 
to a logical connection with nature.”

Carlsbad strawberries and spa-

The spa at V Integrated Wellness at The 
Andaman in Langkawi, Malaysia — 
perched on a slope in an ancient rain-
forest, with views of Datai Bay — offers 
100% certified organic food-grade 
products and treatments.
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grown rosemary are just a couple local 
ingredients that are part of the spa 
experience, while regionally inspired 
treatments include a Body Journey 
featuring lavender and arnica flower to 
soothe, lime and geranium to invigo-
rate and sweet orange and tangerine to 
reduce stress and refresh the body.

Often giving guests a sense of place 
extends beyond local products to local 
customs and rituals. Willow Stream 
Spa at the Fairmont Peace Hotel on 
the Bund in Shanghai aims to integrate 
traditional Chinese philosophies into 
the spa experience. A 90-minute mas-
sage traces a continuous knot — which 
appears throughout the hotel’s ceiling 
panels and is a symbol of protection, 
prosperity and longevity, according to 
feng-shui principles — on the body to 
loosen muscles and alleviate tension. 
“We are focused on energy and being 
connected to the nature of the location, 
so we often draw on local traditions 
and rituals,” explains Anne McCall 
Wilson, vice president, spas, for 
Fairmont Raffles Hotels International. 
“It gives guests a different experience 
of the local culture and connects them 

to the energy of the place as an exten-
sion of their whole experience.”

Saray, a new spa concept from 
Marriott International that recently 
debuted at Dubai Marriott Harbour 
Hotel & Suites and Renaissance Doha 
City Center Hotel in Qatar, is built 
upon similar principles. Saray aims 
to offer a journey into the history and 
culture of the Middle East. Guests are 
led to treatment rooms with hand-held 
lanterns, and hour glasses are used 
instead of modern watches. The con-
cept highlights Arabic rituals such as 
the hammam and unique services such 
as a Silk Road massage and Arabic 
coffee awakener, and uses only locally 
sourced products such as Dead Sea 
minerals, cinnamon and honey.

“We just didn’t want to be in that sea 
of sameness with spas,” says Sharilyn 
Abbajay, vice president of global spas 
and retail for Marriott. “What makes 
Saray so relevant is that there’s a 
real-life story. It’s something that came 
from ancient cultures and customs of 
life. You build off of that story, and 
it mixes so well with the spa industry. 
Guests can relate to that and engage.”

Abbajay emphasizes that educating 
staff is critical to Saray, with a pre-
opening phase encompassing eight to 
10 weeks of training. She also notes 
that Saray must meet the same ROI 
goals as other Marriott spas, achieving 
revenue stabilization within three years 
and ROI going into the fourth year. 
It’s a concept the company believes in; 
according to Abbajay, there are plans to 
develop similar offerings in other areas 
of the world, notably Asia and Africa.

“This is going to be a mainstay,” 
Abbajay says not only of culturally 
inspired spas like Saray, but the range 
of next-generation offerings focused 
on personal wellness and the health of 
the planet. “Taking care of yourself — 
being ‘me well’ — has been heightened 
over the years.”

“Alternative therapies are already 
mainstream, and the use of the term 
alternative may now be redundant,” 
says Ingo Schweder, CEO of Bangkok-
based spa development and consulting 
firm Spatality. “It is not a question of, 
‘Will I add these elements to my hotel 
and spa?’ It is, ‘Which ones, and what 
will be my focus?’”

Traditionally spas have been a 
haven for parents to escape from 
their children, at least for a little 
while, but today kids represent 
a potential new market for the 
spa industry. “We’d like to start 
introducing our children, our 
teenagers, to a healthier, better 
lifestyle as early as possible,” 
notes Julia Petrini, senior vice 
president – development for Trilogy 
Spa Ventures, which has offices 
in New York City and Phoenix. 
“Participating in spa services is a 
great way to ease them into that 
kind of lifestyle.”

To that end, the Steigenberger 
Hotel Gstaad-Saanen in Switzerland 
devotes a whole 1,615-sq-ft (150-
sqm) floor of its Spa Luxury World 
entirely to kids. A low-temperature 
sauna is situated in a tree house, 
while a water grotto offers tropical 

raindrops as well as lightning and 
thunder. Kids can relax in swaying 
hammocks or find stimulation on a 
climbing wall or in a mountain hut 
complete with Wii consoles.

“It’s a little world on its own,” says 
General Manager Ferdinand Salverda. 
“We get very positive feedback from 
our guests. And our younger guests 
are the guests of the future. That’s 
very important.”

“Given that vacations are often  
the only time when parents and kids 
have significant and meaningful  
time to spend together, it makes 
sense that spas would tailor their 
offerings accordingly,” says Amy 
McDonald, principal of Tucson, 
Arizona-based spa developer Under a 
Tree Consulting.

Adds Salverda, “I think we’re at the 
beginning of a new era when it comes 
to kids’ wellness.”

Think small

A climbing wall is just one 
feature of a whole floor at 
Spa Luxury World at the 
Steigenberger Hotel Gstaad-
Saanen in Switzerland 
devoted to kids.


