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Making the sale

What will it take to make spas profitable?

by Alissa Demorest

The number of spa-goers may be increas-
ing, but for spa owners turning a profit is
still proving difficult. Spas are expensive to
set up and labor-intensive, with staff wages
claiming as much as 60% of revenue.
Some operators have tried to get around
this by introducing less costly ‘de-staffed’
treatments, such as machines that guests
can operate themselves and building more
wet areas, which preclude the need for
staff. But such strategies could do more
harm than good in terms of building
loyalty; if guests no longer connect with
staff, what will keep them coming back?

In addition, spas have traditionally been
run by either estheticians or therapists,
who have been accused of not entering
the market with a ’business’ approach.
Such attitudes are beginning to change.
New York-based Cornell University offers a
series of courses in spa management at its
renowned School of Hotel Administration,
while other courses and degree programs
are springing up across the globe.

But perhaps the biggest profitability
problem is that spa owners have failed to

concentrate on retailing products, which
would significantly boost revenues. The
bulk of a spa’s revenue—from 75% to
95%—still comes from treatments, which
carry higher operational and labor costs.
“Retail is one of the more forgotten areas
in spas; we haven't truly focused on it, nor
have we seized the opportunity,” says
Swedish spa design firm Raison d’Etre
managing director Anna Bjurstam.

While a 60/40 treatment
versus sales ratio is ideal,

in reality many spas struggle
to reach the 5% mark

While most operators and consultants
agree that a 60/40 treatment versus sales
ratio would be ideal, in reality many spas
struggle to reach the 5% mark in retail
sales. The numbers vary greatly from mar-
ket to market. One European spa consult-
ant, who is frequently called in to address
lagging retail sales, says that although

branded establishments claim to earn
between 5% and 10% from retail, in reality,
product sales account for a mere 1% to
2% of revenue. In Europe, sales commis-
sions are still the exception, unlike in the
US, where sales incentives, which can
range from 3% to 10%, are the norm for
spa therapists.

consider themselves therapists, are often
reluctant to sell. So how can spa manage-
ment turn the tide? Efficient and ongoing
training in both the products and intraper-
sonal skills is one way. “Spa operators
focus on design, furniture and the brand,
but few focus on the human element,”
French training consultancy DP Training
director Dominique Pierson tells /CN.
International spa consultant Peter
Anderson agrees: “Most people in the
industry are technically oriented, but not
necessarily trained on emotional intelli-
gence skills [in terms of] relating to
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clients.” La Prairie’s Art of Beauty has a
training protocol called Selling the
Consumer, which integrates both a psy-
chological element and a review of the
products, while US brand Pevonia
Botanica'’s training program includes a
module called “Don’t Sell, Recommend.”
Making sales integral to the spa experi-
ence means that the therapist becomes a
natural mouthpiece for the brand, accord-
ing to US-based consultancy Wuttke
Group principal Mark Wuttke. He advo-
cates hiring staff who are intuitive so that
the sale becomes a natural extension of
the spa experience.

In addition, Wuttke believes that thor-
ough knowledge of the products and the
brand is the key, a view shared by ltalian
spa brand Comfort Zone international
director Ghislain Waeyaert: “We can only

“The guest’s journey
should start and finish in
the retail area”

Wuttke Group principal Mark Wuttke

talk about [and promote] what we are
confident in.” If spa therapists can become
‘'skincare advisors’ by prescribing a skin or
bodycare regimen to prolong the benefits
of the spa at home, they are both making a
sale while building a loyal client base.
Anderson goes even further: “If therapists
aren’t promoting home care, then they are
doing an injustice to the client.”

Involving all staff
in the sale

The burden of generating sales need not
rest solely upon the therapist. Dividing the
task among all the other staff members,
especially the receptionist, can reap
rewards. While the therapist's job is to
explain and recommend, the spa’s retail
area is often located near or at the
entrance. The receptionist, therefore, could
play an essential role. Yet when the most
visible employee has little or no knowledge
of the spa’s products, the business loses
not just sales, but credibility as well.

Training receptionists also facilitates
better communication between staff
members. “There should be no disconnect
between the greeter [or receptionist] and
the therapist. The analysis of the client’s
skin should be communicated through all

levels [of staff],” Wuttke affirms. An alterna-
tive is to have a dedicated retail specialist
on staff, instead of relying on the reception-
ist, who is often busy checking clients in
and out of the spa.

Effective retail space permits
testing, feeling and touching

Another obstacle to effective retailing is
the design of the spa. One consultant told
ICN about a major European brand that
opened a luxury spa covering 1,200m?,
but allocated just 1m50 to retail products.
Wuttke comments, “The spa with the poor-
est retail performance is the one where you
need a GPS to find the [retail] area. The
guest’s journey should start and finish in
the retail area.” Raison d’'Etre’s Bjurstam
adds, “The retail area should be an experi-
ence and not just a shop; an area where
you interact with the space through seating
area, testing, feeling and touching.” She
cites UK department store Harrods’ spa in
London as one successful example with its
mood displays, lighting, candles and strong
water element. The space also features a
retail tester bar where clients can sit down
with staff following a treatment. Indeed,
products must be visible to entice the
consumer—not tucked away in a locked
cabinet—and should always be featured
in the treatment room.

Along with retailing and design improve-
ments, the number of beauty brands that
are flocking to spas is increasing. This
greater brand involvement is creating spas
with a clearer positioning. “Many spas try to
be all things to all people, but the market is
too crowded for this,” US Spa Association
founder Melinda Minton tells /CN.

In terms of the offer, ideally a spa would
sell no more than two non-competing
brands, which also boosts brand loyalty
and knowledge among the staff. A limited
offer is also preferable from the brand per-
spective as it means working with a dedi-
cated spa partner. In exchange, the brand
might contribute to staff salaries. “The ven-
dor has a vested interest in the success of
the spa, so they will give more than if they
were sharing among three or four other
brands,” says Wuttke.

Design, efficient and motivated staff and
investment from dedicated brands are all cru-
cial to the sector’s growth. But until spas truly
begin optimizing their retail sales structure,
the industry will not blossom into the money-
maker it has the potential to become. ®
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