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WHY DO SOME SPAS GET ALL THE GLORY

W
HY do some spas get all

the glory, get ting

continu al listings

among the world’s top

10? Why do their repeat

clientele not hesitate to pay premium prices and

t alk about them again and again to their

friends, providing excellent free marketing to

these already flourishing facilities? And why, if

one were to copy their very concepts exactly,

would this not work for other spas?

What truly separates Bliss Spas, Canyon Ranch,

Mir aval , The Golden Door, The Oak s , The

Greenbri ar, The Orient al in Bangkok , Ch iva

Som and many of the other celebr ated

destination spas from others that may have

superior facilities and services is that they are

ori ginal ideas . They have all de veloped a

business around their beliefs, rather than copy

someone else’s concept,because they know who

they are and what they are about. They are

powerful and unbeat able spa business es

because of their striking authenticity.

Authentic businesses have a central core belief

or story, w h ich in iti ates an abu nd ance of

ori ginal ideas that touch customers in

u nforget t able ways . Th is , in tu rn , becomes

priceless word-of-mouth marketing by these

spas’ clients – the best kind of free PR – which

has made these spa business es long - term

success stories. But just where do these spas get

their brilliant ideas to begin with? Well, let’s

take a look at what’s really happening with

these businesses.

BEYOND PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

The business world has changed considerably

over the years, and while I may have discounted

customer testimonials as simply a nice perk in

my business school years, I know now that

customer memories and the word-of-mouth

that follows them are the most valuable asset

any company can have these days . Th is ,

howe ver, is only true if the memories are

positive , individu al , distinctive , genuine ,

consistent, and, most of all, managed correctly.
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GETTING LISTINGS AMONG THE WORLD’S TOP 10?
Ten years ago, we would have labeled spa

businesses as part of the service industry, since

it was a common theory then that one could sell

two types of things – products or services. Of

course, the levels of those services were what

determined their meaningfulness (i.e. “good

s ervice ,” “really good service ,” “excellent

service”and so on). However, that’s not so these

days. According to today’s business scholars,

those who provide a service

simply deliver an int angible

activity that is easily

interchangeable , with no

dif ference bet ween providers

(Pine and Gilmore, 1999). This

means businesses, including the

spa industry, need to find

creative, new ways to serve their

customers. The service industry

has tr ans cended its old habit s

and entered the Ex perience

Economy.

The Ex perience Economy is

bas ed on the prem ise that

consumers today pay top dollar for more than

just products or services – they want

ex periences . Wh ile the term “ex perience” is

used as freely as “service” in business these

days, business owners may still wonder what it

is exactly, how to get it and keep it up, and how

it can add to the bottom line of one’s business.

Let’s st art by looking at a basic, non - spa

example of an experience consumers want to

purchase. Think of the teddy bear business.

Think about how often have you bought or

received a teddy bear as a sign of love, a long-

distance hug, or as a way of saying“I miss you.”

A teddy bear purchase is undoubtedly more

about the feelings you want to give and express

than the tangible teddy bear itself.

So along comes Build-A-Bear. Ask anyone who

has just built their own teddy bear at this store

and their testimon i als are so immedi ately

powerful, the sparkle in their eyes so genuine

that it is obvious that this experience is a

complete success with all involved. At Build-A-

Bear, kids and adults of all ages

get to build their very own bear

by choosing from a variety of

components, such as the body,

the stuffing, the eyes, the clothes,

etc.

To con nect the “builder”

emotionally, however, he or she

gets to add a heart and record a

personal voice message for the

rec ipient of the bear (if other

than themselves). In the end, the

builder gives the bear an “air

bath,” fills out a customized birth

certificate, and places the bear in

its very own “house” (a large, decorative box).

The emotional value of and connection to this

bear goes far beyond a ready-made teddy bear

because of one’s pers onal involvement in

making it for a specific recipient or oneself.

And because of this, people readily pay more

for a Build-A-Bear bear, all because of the

unforgettable experience involved,and they tell

their friends about it, too.

Paying more for a service because of the

experience involved is common these days, but

what exactly is it that people pay so much more

for, and how can we replicate and maximize it

economically in any industry?
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Authentic businesses

have a central core

belief or story, which

initiates an abundance

of original ideas that

touch customers in

unforgettable ways.
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WHY DO THEIR REPEAT CLIENTELE PAY PREMIUM RATES
TAPPING INTO THE EXPERIENCE
MARKET

In the late 1990s, several books on “selling

ex periences” were published, including The

Ex perience Economy (1999, by Gilmore &

Pine ) ; Ex perienti al Marketing(1999) and

Customer Experience Management (2003, both

by Bernd H. Schmitt).These books discuss the

emergence of a new economic value within the

service industry – the experience. But how do

we measure an experience? Gilmore and Pine

def ine an ex perience as memor able by the

customer. So, then, if a customer sees a distinct

value above the tangible and int angible

components of buying a teddy bear, such as a

distinctive experience he or she remembers and

can’t wait to share with others, this experience

tops the service being offered.

To consumers, it is worth the extra cost for such

an experience because it meets their emotional

needs.

Those consumers, in turn, tell others about the

experience (free marketing for the business),

and of course the press loves to write about

such experience-based businesses (giving the

business more wonderful, free PR). Essentially,

a service business could run its whole

oper ation these days with an Ex perience

Management Plan and truly thrive.

An Experience Management plan replaces the

old “Strategic Plan,” a document those at the

customer service level rarely even used. The

Experience Management Plan helps employees

see themselves within the big picture, guiding

them through any customer interaction as a

h i ghly ef fective and problem - s olving

management tool, and encouraging continuous

innovation by concentrating and building on an

authentic business theme.

In “Trading Up,” Silverstein and Fiske research

th is “New A merican Lu x u ry” e ven fu rther,

adding an additional aspects of the experience

known as the “Ladder of Benefits” (2003). This

“ladder” ensures that the emotional value of an

experience is built on technical and functional

superiority. That is , if the tech n ical and

functional aspects of your business, such as

physical space, natural setting, staff, menu or

product performance, are not their best, an

Experience Management Plan probably won’t

work as well as it could for your business

(unless the concept is tweaked to support such

shortcomings).

Let me ex plain th is fu rther with another

example. I recently visited a chic diner on the

East Coast. For Saturday brunch, it was a fun

place for couples and families. The food was

very good, as was the service, but it was not the

kind of restaurant remembered for anything in

particular (although it is branded as a 1930s-

era diner with a hang-your-hat look). Although

the developers had spent months designing the

physical space, a regular guest would not talk

about it with raves to others. Don’t get me

wrong – you would go back, but probably only

for convenience (We ended up there because of

a convenient parking space). Yet, they are so

close to being a legend,a place people would tell

their friends about . A place where friends

would take visitors, because it’s a must see

experience.

The most dominant, decorative element of the

restaurant was a stunning display of colored-
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AND TALK ABOUT THEM AGAIN & AGAIN TO THEIR FRIENDS?
glass siphon soda bottles. These

old-fashioned soda bottles, when

they are filled with water and a

CO2 cartridge is added, produce

the freshest possible carbonated

water,an authentic element of the

1930’s.

The rest au r ant’s logo als o

included these siphon bottles, as

did their menu and business

cards. In a nutshell, this business

could ele vate it s elf to a true

experience industry with some

up-playing of these bottles and a

few easy alterations. Here’s how:

First, tell the story of the siphon

bottle and how it is connected to

this particular restaurant. It may

be the owner’s passion , a

noteworthy collection , or have

some family history. Perhaps the

venue is an old soda bot tle

factory. Whatever the story, there

has to be some sort of intriguing

connection.

Second, use the soda siphons!

Im agine walking into a rest au r ant where ,

instead of the bus boy serving and refilling ice

water, the “Soda Boy” theatrically served

complimentary soda water at all of the tables.

Every table could even have their own soda

siphons, so they can try the experience for

themselves, providing an element of surprise,

delight and the occasional burst of laughter.

Third, create an educational and entertaining

ex perience arou nd the siphon soda bot tles .

Have the soda boy tell the history of the siphon

bottles, collect anecdotes,create a

spec i al siphon be ver age menu

(imagine a collection of syrups

or elegant European “Spritzers”

ranging from mint to anise to

raspberry or a collection of fresh

herbs such as lemon balm, lemon

verbena , apple mint , etc. )

Moreover, don’t forget a fu n

children’s beverage menu, a soda

siphon dessert menu, and so on.

Involve the customer with the

siphon bot tle as much as

possible.

Fourth, consider giving away the

us ed private - label CO 2

cartridges . Leave them on the

table as a sommelier would leave

a cork , and ex plain how they

work. Invent a table game (“Spin

the Cartridge”?). Let people take

them. Adults and kids will love

reciting the experience to other –

with proof in hand. Make sure

the rest au r ant’s name and

cont act inform ation is on the

cartridge and watch what

happens!

Fifth, by all means, don’t stop here. As you can

imagine, because of the exciting and fun soda

siphon experiences created at the restaurant,

guests will have become excited about and

emotionally involved with, yes, siphon soda

bot tles , drinking sod a , m i x ing sod a , etc. .

Restaurant patrons will want to extend the

soda siphon experience to their homes, share it

with friends and become part of a group of

people who are soda siphon connoisseurs.
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The Experience

Management Plan helps

spa staff see themselves

within the big picture,

guiding them through

any customer

interaction as a highly

effective and problem-

solving management

tool, and encouraging

continuous innovation

by concentrating and

building on an authentic

spa business theme.
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WHY IF ONE WERE TO COPY THEIR VERY CONCEPTS EXACTLY
They will want to buy one right there, so it is

essential to have them available, along with the

CO2 cartridges, syrups, and a fun little history

and recipe book on how to use the siphon soda

bottles at home, at parties, for fun, etc..

When people have a great experience, they want

to have rem inders . Tangible “s ouven irs” are

treasured far beyond their monetary value and

become a maj or sou rce of income and

legendary word-of mouth (& spritz-of-siphon)

advertisement for the restaurant.

Let me expand on this last point, because retail

is ex tremely import ant for spas . Spa ret ail

stores often feature beautiful collections of the

world’s best spa brands, and we all know, they

sell at a significant premium.

It is good revenue and a necessary supplement

to treatment sales. So why don’t we sell more?

Well , look at the ex ample above. If the

customers find emotional connection to the

product during the time they spend at the spa,

and if these products are unique to your spa

and not easily available anywhere else, they will

s ell almost autom atically. Another great

example is the body scrub at the Grand Wailea

Spa in Maui . Every spa customer gets a

complimentary 5-minute body scrub with a

Hawaiian-inspired private label formula scrub.

There is no name br and, nor conspicuous

packaging — but the product sales for this

scrub alone in the spa shop are astonishing.

Guests are emotionally attached to the product

and its scent because of the 5-minute free body

scrub, which they will most likely talk about to

all of their friends. Buying a bottle of the scrub

to take home is the least you can do to extend

this experience. So many spa stores, however,

s ell products that are not emotionally

connected to the spa experience itself, either by

not using the product on the customer during

their treatment, or even worse, by not using the

product and then urging a customer to buy

them anyway – in the form of a subscription list

screaming hard selling. In many cases, this is

the ultimate turn-off for spa goers.

So, how do we put it all together – authenticity,

the experiences, the products, the ladder of

benefits, the memory-making that will have our

customers bringing in more customers for us?

DESIGNING EXPERIENCES

One way of designing an experience for your

customers is to view it as a blockbuster

production. To produce a movie, you first need

a screenplay. Our screenplay in business is the

Experience Management Plan, and it will help

define everything that needs to be done for

your audience , including driving the

architecture and interior design, the treatment

design, the staff selection, the script, the job

descriptions and the way the staff interact with

customers . In ess ence , the Ex perience

Management Plan acts as blueprint for all the

elements that touch the customer – the so-

called customer touchpoints.

There are two crucial elements in developing an

Experience Management Plan: finding the right

theme for your business and cons equenti al

follow-through. The more difficult of the two is

to find your story or theme, since not every

story will work in the spa industry. Many

different themes can work in your particular

spa, but the best ones are simple, authentic and

centered around values you and your staff truly
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WOULD THIS NOT WORK FOR OTHER SPAS
believe in and practice. When in search of true

authenticity for your business’ theme, it is wise

to consult an experience consultant, since it is

hard to step away from one’s own business

sometimes to see it clearly.

The second cruc i al element in creating an

Experience Management Plan is to take the

authentic theme or story you have carefully

chosen and apply is to all of the customer

touchpoints (i.e. , the cons equenti al follow -

through). Take the Hershey Spa for instance.

Naturally, a Hershey Spa should stick with the

chocolate theme of Hershey.

Then, where do you go? First, you must create

the best technical and functional basis. This

means that the quality of the space, the staff,

the treatment s , etc. is of the best possible

qu ality. Secondly, m ake su re there is an

authentic application of the Hershey chocolate

theme to the Hershey Spa. In this case Hershey

researched the health and beauty aspects of

chocolate and fou nd unique con nections ,

which were implemented in their treatments.

Finally, apply the Hershey Spa chocolate story

to every customer touchpoint – the

arch itectu re / interior desi gn , treatment

ingredients, treatment rooms, treatment props,

treatment names, staff uniforms, “scripts” and

demeanor, retail products, etc. In doing this,

you will be able to see for you rs elf that

Thalass other apy, for inst ance , or Ay u rved a

(and many other treatments available today)

will have no place in Hershey’s Spa theme.

However, obviously treatments, like a chocolate

bath, Chocolate Body Wraps are a perfect fit.

As I pointed out at the beginning of this article,

finding your businesses’ authentic theme is the

hardest and most import ant step to be

completed before you even hire an architect.

You can have unique knowledge, or opinions or

personal history (like Dr. Andrew Weil, Mel

Zuckerman or Wolfgang Puck) around which

you can build your story or theme.

Alternatively, a unique venue (a lighthouse,

windmill or old barn), the local weather (rain,

wind, s now, dry heat) or native cultu r al

elements (an Indian tribe, sacred caves, tales of

witches, or Las Vegas lights) – will help you

develop an authentic story with a personal

t wist . Authentic and unt apped themes are

often sitting there the whole time right under

your nose and it just takes an outsider, like a

professional consult ant , to look beyond the

obvious and point them out.

The possibilities are truly endless. It is, indeed,

an art form to find and effectively interpret

these themes.

So, to summarize, finding and cultivating an

authentic, comprehensive theme for your spa

can truly set your business apart from the

masses – not to mention creating memorable

experiences for your customers that will bring

them, and their friends and family, back for

more time and time again. ■
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