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Group therapy
Top spa owners are getting together to boost profes sional standards in pampering 

Susan Schwartz  
Jun 08, 2007  

| 

 
When it comes to spa treatments in Hong Kong, it can be hard  to know what you're getting. How do 
you know if the foot reflexology therapy you have at one spa is equal to that at another? You don't. 
And that's what's bothering a number of local luxury spa owners. 

A half-dozen companies, including the Paua Group and the Mandarin Oriental and Marriott hotels, 
recently held their first informal meeting to form the  Hong Kong Spa Association, with spa guidelines 
and, eventually, accreditation similar to the star rating system for hotels.  

 
Despite a recent proliferation of new spas in Hong 
Kong, regulations covering the industry are only 
loosely enforced by the police  and planning 
departments as  part of their remit to control 
massage parlours and vice.  But Paua Spas director 
Lee  Stephens says guidelines are  needed to 
differentiate and disassociate the spa industry from 
back-room massage operations.  

Jacqueline Le Sueur, community relations 
representative at the  Asia Pacific Spa and Wellness 
Council (APSWC), says there's  much "talk and 
concern within the industry about the exponential 
and unchecked growth we've seen in  the past few 
years - for example, the spas opening on every 
corner with little if any licensing and control of 
premises with regard to health and safety, and often limited training given to therapists".  

Stories of treatments gone  wrong are common in Hong Kong. For example, there's the university 
student who paid a whopping HK$57,000 for an electric current treatment that salon staff claimed 
could increase her height. It didn't. Then there's the woman who visited a beauty salon and was 
assured that painful electricity therapy could  give her double eyelids. She spent HK$15,000 on the 
treatment - only to find that it impaired her vision. These cases, recently referred to  the Consumer 
Council, are some  of many complaints investigated each year.  
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"Many businesses call themselves spas when in reality they're hair, nail or beauty salons, medical 
clinics or massage parlours," says APSWC chair Samantha Foster. "These businesses don't deliver 
the spa experience  or its benefits and, as a result, consumers are confused - or worse, disillusioned 
- with the spa industry.  

"In Hong Kong, there's an increasing push to professionalise the industry through forming a spa 
association. Hopefully, this will help to define spas and set standards so consumers can identify true 
spas that meet their needs."  

Mandarin Oriental's group spa analyst, Michelle Ho, is helping to organise the first formal meeting  of 
the Hong Kong Spa Association  in about a month. Ho says that guidelines are important to help 
legitimise the industry.  

Rhett Pickering, Marriott International's director of spa development for Asia-Pacific,  says that a 
priority for the new association will be how to define spas. "Hotel spas are strongly represented on 
these types of associations, but most spa businesses in Hong Kong aren't hotel-based. There's 
concern that some of those businesses aren't actually spas in the traditional  sense - in that they don' 
have water-based treatments. Nevertheless, they're part of what consumers  see as the spa industry. 
So the association needs to welcome all  of these business types.  

"In other countries, this has meant improved service, hygiene, training and staff retention rates  as 
the association becomes a networking, knowledge and skills resource base."  

There are 130 spas in Hong Kong, according to industry researcher Intelligent Spas. It defines spas  
on the basis of whether they offer water-based therapies such as hydrotherapy or vichy showers, 
body treatments and a relaxing environment. Seventy per cent of the city's spas are day facilities 
 and the rest are destination spas in hotels, resorts, serviced apartments and retreats. 

APSWC secretary Carina Chatlani says part of the problem with forming an association is that 
 there's no industry definition. "When we talk about spas we need to be clear: Are we talking about  a 
one-room parlour or are we talking about a Marriott or Mandarin Oriental-style spa that's groomed  for 
international travellers?"  

The key requirements of a good spa are cleanliness and hygiene, Stephens says. "Staff and training 
are also important. And you need  to be able to feel you can relax and talk to your therapist. A good 
spa should appeal to all the senses of sight, touch, smell and taste."  

Stephens says the popularity  of spas is a relatively recent phenomenon. "Going to a spa in Hong 
Kong used to be a luxury.   But people have become more aware of their health and well-being - now 
more people are choosing monthly spa treatments."  

Debra Armstrong, director of the Frederique Academy spa school, says many people are now adding 
spa treatments to their list of things to do, "just like going shopping or to the dentist".  

"A good spa with good staff should have people who have done an International Examination Board 
or Confederation of International Beauty Therapy and Cosmetology course," Armstrong says. "Both 
of these are responsible for training therapists around the world. If you go to a five-star spa and they 
don't have one of these internationally recognised qualifications, they shouldn't be calling themselves 
 a five-star spa."  
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