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As outdoor spa spaces continue to become more popular, we examine the
reasons why and how to do alfresco spa well
WORDS NORA ELIAS

O

ne of many recent trends in the fast-moving spa and wellness
industry is the growing popularity of outdoor spa spaces.
While previously something you would primarily expect to
come across in warmer climates, where features such as
treatment cabanas for beachside massages have long been a
common feature, outdoor spa areas are now found attached to spas all over
the world, regardless of location and weather conditions. Patrick Pfeifer,
managing director of the spa division at spa equipment manufacturer,
design and consultancy company Klafs, confirms that the business has
seen a growing appetite for taking the spa experience outdoors.
“There is definitely an increasing demand for outdoor spa areas,” he
says, adding that the company has found there to be two key reasons
for this. “One is a significant ‘back to nature’ trend in many countries,
due to the rising number of customers who are stressed from work
and from the urban [lives] they live and who search for wellness that
includes natural aspects,” he explains. “The second reason is that
investors and architects want to create wellness areas with
distinguishing features and attractions.” Esa Ranta, who took over spa
and wellness company Haslauer in January this year, points to the
ever-more competitive market and the stronger need for a USP that
this has created, as a deciding factor.
online at professionalspawellness.com

“Competition is high for day and hotel
spas, so you have to [have a point of]
difference,” he says. “Many spas now know
this and focus on being exceptional, and
offering outdoor spa facilities is one of the
major themes.” The lack of space many spas
have to contend with, particularly those
located in city centres, also has a part to
play, as Adrian Egger, managing director of
Thermarium, explains. “Many hoteliers are
limited on space inside the building, so they
are [almost] forced to go outdoors; it’s the
only possibility for them if they want to
extend,” he says.
Others see it simply as a manifestation of a
natural wish to spend time outdoors. “It’s a
basic human desire to enjoy fresh air and
open [spaces]; that’s the background to
outdoor spa areas and the reason they will
continue to play an important role in the
future,” says Paul Haslauer, who remains
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“There shouldn’t be any
reason why you wouldn’t
want to go outside even in
cold climates, as long as
you’ve got something warm
and welcoming to go to”

OPENING PAGE: The Hotel-Forsthofgut in Austria, one of the outdoor spa areas on which
Schletterer has worked
ABOVE: Phulay Bay, A Ritz Carlton Reserve in Thailand: one of Espa’s spas

involved on a consultancy basis with the company he founded. Heinz
Schletterer, founder and chief executive of the spa design and
equipment company of the same name, echoes this view, commenting
that: “people’s yearning for nature is leading to the establishment of
more and more outdoor spas”.

Whatever the weather
Many experts are finding that the interest in outdoor spa areas is very
much a global phenomenon. “Interest depends on the spa concept and on
if the customer is interested in building an outdoor spa area, rather than
on the country or region,” Pfeifer explains. What does differ depending on
location and weather conditions, Schletterer comments, are the features
and functions sought. “In the Alps [for example], people love to enjoy an
outdoor whirlpool in the winter, or a sauna with a fire and stunning views
over the mountains, while people in southern parts of the world prefer
water treatments under the palm trees,” he says. However, while the
demand for outdoor spa spaces is also growing in colder climates, Egger
says they are nevertheless still more frequently found in hot countries.
“Outdoor spa areas are [still] a lot more popular and common in warm
BELOW: A Haslauer-created outdoor spa space

countries than, for example, in Europe or the
US,” he says, adding that that there are very
practical reasons for this.
“In Asia, you can build a simple hut and offer
a wonderful massage in the fresh air with the
sun on your skin and stunning views, and use it
almost all year round,” he says. “However, in
Europe we have snow, cold temperatures and
long, heavy winters, so you need to plan and
build differently. Investment costs are higher
and therefore it’s not that easy to build outdoor
spa areas in cold countries.”
Alistair Johnson, director of spa design and
consultancy Spa Creators, shares an example
of just such a case of needing to find a creative
way to add an outdoor space in a cold climate.
“We’re working on a spa on the 17th floor of a
building in Russia at the moment and we’re
creating a sauna that’s a big glass box on the
side of the building, overlooking the city,” he
says. “So you’ll effectively be inside, but you’ll
have stunning views.” The spa in Ekaterinburg,
which has the cold winters associated with
Russia, will also have “heated floors and a hot
tub looking out over the city”.

Of ice and fire
If the attractions are warm and appealing
enough, even the chilliest of northern
temperatures don’t necessarily present a
problem. “There shouldn’t be any reason why
you wouldn’t want to go outside even in cold
climates, as long as you’ve got something
warm and welcoming to go to,” says Neil
26
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“Sometimes the spa journey can
be lost when there is a mixture of
outdoor and indoor facilities but
it’s important that the spa journey
transcends through the spa; it’s
very important to the flow”

Howard, owner of Howard Spa Consulting.
Giving outdoor saunas and hydro pools as
examples, Howard comments that: “In fact you
feel even cosier because you’re out there in
the cold but you’re cosseted on your own little
island of warmth, enjoying the views.”
Sue Harmsworth, founder and chief executive
of global spa brand Espa, whose services
include spa consultancy and design, adds that
the weather does not necessarily work for or
against
you in
quite the way you might think.
ABOVE: Picture
Caption
“Where it’s very warm, like in the Middle East,
the locals don’t want to be outside at all;
it’s just too hot, both for the therapists
and the clients, to design
treatment areas outside,” she
says. “People automatically
assume that if the weather is
warm, clients want to be
outside, but if it’s very hot,
many people actually want
to get off the beach and be
inside and be cool,” she
continues.
Howard adds that it’s not
just a question of the weather
in the location you’re in, but of
the exact makeup of the spa’s
clientele. “You have to find out who your
customers are,” he says. “Somewhere like
Dubai, for example, if your customers are
[tourists] who are going there because they
like the heat, they’re going to want to be
outside. However, if they live there, they might
not want that, so you would be looking more at
creating an indoor environment that you can
control with air-conditioning and so on.”

Market knowledge
Interestingly, many architects and consultants
report that despite the growing prevalence of
online at professionalspawellness.com
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ABOVE:A view from the outdoor infinity pool at Monastero Santa Rosa in Italy, whose spa
Howard Spa Consulting worked on
BELOW: The Schwarz Alpenresort in Austria, with an outdoor spa area by Thermarium

outdoor spa areas, such spaces remain up to them, rather than
the client, to suggest. “We try to encourage every site we
work on to, if it’s logistically feasible, have some form
of outdoor activity within the design,” says
Johnson.
“But it’s usually [a suggestion] we’re
introducing to them, rather than them
coming to us and saying that it’s something
they want to create,” he says, adding that
“often clients question whether or not an
outdoor area is actually relevant to them”.
Howard says his experience is a similar one.
“It varies between clients, of course, it
depends on where and who, but I’m surprised
at how often you have to be the one to suggest
that they go outside,” he says.
To many of those on the design, consultancy and
manufacturing side of the spa fence, the arguments for
some type of outside facilities, where the option exists,
generally carry far more weight than the potential objections. “You
obviously have to consider the space and climate you’re in but if there is
space available that you can expand out onto, then you should, in my
opinion, always consider outdoors,” Howard says. While agreeing with
this, Johnson inserts that the one exception to this he can think of is
where privacy might be an issue.
“That would be the one consideration; an urban location with, for
example, a rooftop area that’s overlooked by other buildings,” he
explains. Qualifying whether or not an outdoor space is right for all
spas, Ranta says it’s about “understanding your market and knowing
your customer perfectly. What do they really want? What do they miss
27
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ABOVE: Tiara Miramar Beach Hotel & Spa in France,
whose spa is a Spa Creators project
RIGHT: A Klafs Sauna at the St. Martins Therme & Lodge
in Austria

when they come to your spa? What can you
offer that others don’t have? The answer to if
you need an outdoor spa area lies in the
response to those questions,” he comments.
Christine Hartigan, head of spa and wellbeing, interior
architecture and design at AFLSP Architects in the UK,
backs up this statement. “The location of your spa and ascertaining
your target audience is imperative when choosing the facilities your spa
will offer,” she says. “For example, for a seafront destination spa, an outdoor
area [is likely] to be a viable option. Another example would be a city spa in
which a rooftop space would be a potential draw.”

The indoor-outdoor effect
Of course, not all spas have the option of creating an outside space.
“There are examples where there is no possibility of including an outside
spa area,” agrees Pfeifer. “In which case you can provide a nature
experience for guests by, for example, adding windows with an amazing
view into nature.” Johnson similarly advises spas that might not have the
BELOW: The Hotel Andreus golf and spa resort in Austria, a Schletterer project

“Even if you haven’t got an
outdoor experience, you can
use a lot of glass to bring the
outside in and the inside out”

space or budget to venture
outside, or who would
simply like to incorporate
more of the outdoors into
the spa, to “use a lot of
glass; to bring the outside
in, and the inside out”.
“Even if you haven’t got
an outdoor experience, you
can, by using glass, get that
feeling that you’re outside,” he
says. Harmsworth emphasises that
creating a space that straddles the divide
between outside and inside can be a suitable
solution if you’re looking to circumvent the
potentially high costs of building and running a
large-scale outdoor space.
“If you’re looking at an outdoor spa with
different types of heat, cold and thermal
experiences, then the capital build cost and the
energy costs of that are extremely high,” she
says. “You would need a high-volume business
to justify those costs.” For the majority of spas
that are not vast businesses this means that
“indoor-outdoor is the philosophy really,”
Harmsworth adds. “We’re doing more and more
indoor-outdoor areas, where you can open
things up at different times of the year.”

Going with the flow
Regardless of the exact features your outside
spa space contains, experts highlight the
importance of ensuring it offers a natural
continuation of what you already provide
indoors. “Sometimes the spa journey can be
lost when there is a mixture of outdoor and
indoor facilities but it’s important that the spa
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LEFT: Espa at Resorts World Sentosa in Singapore
ABOVE: C Bay Spa at the Carbis Bay Hotel in the UK, one of Spa Creators’ spas

journey transcends through the spa,” Hartigan
says. “The [spa] garden and outdoor
landscaping is very important to the flow.”
Maintaining this flow includes ensuring a
level of consistency between the look and feel
of the inside and the outside space. “I think
there should be continuity and there should be
some reference to the outdoors inside,”
Howard says. Johnson also points to continuity
as being “really important. It’s about trying to
make the whole space one,” he says.
The consideration of trying to ensure the
outdoor space blends as seamlessly as
possible with the indoor area should not,
however, come at the cost of choosing
materials that deal well with being exposed to
the elements. “If you’re creating an outdoor
spa, you should work with special materials
that are appropriate for considerable
temperature variations,” Pfeifer says.
Elaborating on this, Howard explains that
“the choice of materials is very important. We
tend to love wood in these outdoor areas, to
keep them looking as natural as possible, but
wood has to be refurbed regularly to keep it
looking new,” he says.
“Think about whether or not the material
[you choose] can withstand water, salt and
humidity.” No matter the particular features
you include in your outdoor spa area, the
design you go for or the materials you use, the
ultimate objective is the same as with the
indoor space. “In the end, you need to offer
your clients relaxation, regardless of the
conditions that surround the spa and
regardless of whether it’s indoors or outdoors,”
Ranta says. “The customer is paying for time to
relax and that’s what you have to offer – no
matter what.”
online at professionalspawellness.com

CASE STUDY: ROCKLIFFE HALL, UK
Unveiled last month, the new £1.2million (US$1.9m) spa garden at Rockliffe
Hall in County Durham is one example of the new generation of outdoor spa
projects in the UK. Spa manager Victoria Lees shares the details
“We always plan to offer our guests something new, and the spa garden,
which has been in planning and development for five years, is something we
always aspired to have. Clients always fed back to us that the one thing we
were missing was outdoor hot tubs and this area, which also includes a glassfront sauna, lounge areas, an infinity-edge hydrotherapy pool, a whirlpool,
decking with underfloor heating, experience showers, a fire pit and
landscaped gardens, will certainly set us apart.
We worked with [London-based] Sparcstudio and local architects
Xsite Architecture on the architecture and design and the look we were
going for was to mirror the existing building, with its curves, yet create a
bright and airy contemporary space that blends seamlessly into its
surroundings. We wanted to bring the outdoor and the indoor together
in one space that can be enjoyed all year round.
The northeast of England has some dramatic climate changes so it was
imperative that the outdoor space could be enjoyed whatever the
weather. The floor-to-ceiling bi-fold doors can [open up] fully or close
completely when the heavens open, still allowing panoramic views while
guests are snug inside, by the fire or reclining on heated, tiled loungers.
We spent a long time deciding on the perfect partner for the spa
garden as it was important to us to have a brand that is in harmony with
our botanical heritage, with treatments that cater to our guests’ more
holistic tastes. Neom was perfect thanks to its organic rituals and 100%
natural fragrances and the treatments also complement our existing
partners Murad and Comfort Zone.”
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