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Competencies

	 1.	 Trace the early development of con-
temporary spa. (pp. 65–67)

	 2.	 Describe the transitions that spas 
made during the early years of the 
contemporary period. (pp. 67–85)

	 3.	 Explain how spas today have prolifer-
ated and the organizations that have 
sprung up to support them.  
(pp. 85–94)

	 4.	 Describe how spas have developed 
brands and new concepts in the past 
several years. (pp. 94–100)

	 5.	 Identify how spa culture has influ-
enced the rest of society, particularly 
service, cuisine, medicine, fitness, and 
hospitality. (pp. 100–109)

The modern spa era saw spas shift from their ancient medical and spiritual 
emphasis to today’s corporate model that primarily focuses on beauty, fitness, and 
wellness. While wellness and relaxation have always been the cornerstones of a 
spa’s holistic experience, the historical European model had come to emphasize 
taking the waters and retreating to pastoral and natural setting for weeks and even 
months at a time. Food was luxurious and abundant, and doctors routinely rec-
ommended spas as a way to cleanse and heal the body away from the rigors of 
everyday urban life. 

In the early part of the twentieth century, medical discoveries started to 
replace clinical interest in spas and their powers of natural healing. Public hospi-
tals started replacing spas and the medical establishment became guarded about 
spa treatments as a health response for many years. It wasn’t until the last decade 
of the twentieth century that the public once again began to recognize the medical, 
health, and healing values of spas.

The contemporary spa period began during and shortly after World War II 
and continues to the present. This period in the spa industry began with a very 
regimented and rigid schedule-oriented spa program and gradually progressed 
to include a wide variety of applications, alterations, and modifications of the tra-
ditional spa culture and spa ethic. The most notable feature of this period was an 
explosive growth in spa usage with more people than ever using spas as part of 
an overall focus on wellness. On the commercial side, spas have flourished as the 
number of people using them has grown. Hotels that once saw swimming pools 
and fitness centers as a must-have amenity now look at spas in the same man-
ner. In fact, many of today’s consumers value the inclusion of a spa more than a 
golf course when selecting a vacation hotel or property to host a conference. The 
fitness and salon industries have incorporated various components of spa into 
their business models to enhance profitability and address consumer demand for 
these services. 

Today, spas are combinations of ancient traditions and modern technologies. 
The modern spa is a place where people can go to practice preventive medicine, 
discover healthy lifestyles, and to relax. As they’ve grown in popularity, they’ve 
become accessible to a broader spectrum of the population who celebrate them-
selves, their inner and outer beauty, and their own dedication to a lifestyle that 
includes proactive wellness practices. 

This chapter will explore the journey that spas have made from the mid-1940s 
to the present while also exploring the contemporary elements of spa, their types, 
and modern trends. 




