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Abstract 
 

There is a sense of uncertainty regarding the classification of spa tourists that makes forecasting problematic. A 

qualitative study was undertaken to provide a greater level of insight, this required developing a framework that 

was divided into three dimensions based on the destination facility choice process. Coding was used as an 

appropriate analytical tool that resulted in developing 10 types of spa tourists.  The results were further 

funnelled and a 4 type broad typology was constructed, its significance lies in its consideration of the spa 

destination choice process as a whole, rather than a heavy emphasis being placed merely on reasons people 

visit spas, which has dominated many of the previous spa typologies. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The worldwide spa industry is worth in the region of US $40 billion and has grown at a phenomenal rate in the 

past ten years (Haden, 2007). The growth of health food, gyms and the investment in leisure facilities proves that 

consumers are looking for more than relaxation during a break or holiday; this is unsurprising given time is so 

precious to contemporary consumers (Lynch, 2002). Harmsworth (2004: p. 173) claims that “the spa market is 

one of the fastest growing leisure sectors, where societal trends and aspirations find instant reflection in the 

developments on both the demand and supply sides. The market is very fragmented, each segment catering for 

different customer needs, which continuously change in line with social and lifestyle changes.”  
 

The current study aims to determine the nature and significance of spa-related tourism, and the characteristics and 

requirements of spa tourists in relation to the destination facility choice process. Understanding how people go 

about choosing a product such as a house or a travel destination has received substantial attention not only from 

consumer researchers, but also from tourism researchers who are interested in developing effective marketing and 

communication strategies (Baloglu, 1999; Litvin, Xu, and Kang, 2004).  
 

Insights into spa tourism were mainly provided through research into related domains. As the academic study of 

spa tourism has progressed, spas have begun receiving far more targeted attention. However, the classification of 

spa tourists is limited in terms of who they are and what motives and factors are behind their visit. Previous 

research into spa tourists has focused on their classification with regards to why they visit spas. It has largely 

concerned itself with the behaviours; attitudes and needs of people which make them decide to take a holiday or 

short break at a spa in particular. This research will attempt to broaden the depth of knowledge in the field of spa 

tourism by establishing a classification of spa tourists, it will be based not only on why people decide to use spas 

but also the factors which affect their choice of spa, thus incorporating the facilities and treatments on offer, and 

their spa holiday experience or feedbacks.  
 

2. Theoretical Background 
 

2.1 Definitions 
 

Spa tourism has many varied definitions; there is no „officially‟ agreed upon definition of what a spa should or 

should not be – what makes it such? Many believe that the word 'spa' is an acronym based on the Latin phrase 

„sanitas per aquas‟ - meaning 'health through water', in fact the Oxford English dictionary‟s definition of  a spa is 

from the Latin „solus per aqua‟ or „health by water‟ defined as “a place with mineral springs considered to have 

health-giving properties” (Loverseed, 1998). Thornton and Brutscher (2003) maintain that the word and the 

concept of spa actually originated from the time of the Roman Empire when battle weary legionnaires tried to find 

a way to recover from their military wounds and ailments.  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6V9R-4MV1NS1-1&_user=5163485&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2007&_alid=605698686&_rdoc=2&_fmt=full&_orig=search&_cdi=5905&_sort=d&_docanchor=&_artOutline=Y&view=c&_ct=257&_acct=C000010022&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=5163485&md5=33fef8af4135de33ed98ed9be43c7ba6#bib1
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6V9R-4MV1NS1-1&_user=5163485&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2007&_alid=605698686&_rdoc=2&_fmt=full&_orig=search&_cdi=5905&_sort=d&_docanchor=&_artOutline=Y&view=c&_ct=257&_acct=C000010022&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=5163485&md5=33fef8af4135de33ed98ed9be43c7ba6#bib28
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Therefore suggesting that traditionally, water is not only inexplicably linked to the definition of spas, but that it is 

the water which defines it. The European Spas Association‟s (ESPA) definition of a spa is also dependent upon 

the water element, they define a spa as „a mineral spring or a place or resort where such a spring is found‟ (Jenner 

and Smith, 2000). Unlike the ESPA, the British Spas Federation (BSF) reviewed its definition with regard to 

widening its membership, which at that time consisted only of the municipal authorities of spa towns. However, 

the BSF was later replaced by the Spa Business Association (SpaBa) who in turn redefined the spa, returning the 

centrality of the role of water by defining a spa as “an establishment providing a minimum of one approved water 

based treatment using water of known composition. The spa should be staffed by appropriately trained therapists 

and have minimum standards of furnishings. The water should be enhanced with minerals, either naturally or with 

an additive” (Mintel, 2005).  
 

Others, especially in the USA, hold a far less rigid view of what constitutes a spa. The Kentucky-based 

International Spa Association (ISPA), an organisation which claims to set the standards for the spa industry makes 

no mention of water in its definition, arguing that “a spa serves as an educational and cultural institution that 

promotes and integrates individual wellness, health and fitness as well as social well-being, harmony and balance 

through wellness, prevention, therapy and rehabilitation of body, mind and soul” (Loverseed, 1998: p. 48). Later, 

the ISPA offered an all-encompassing, holistic definition, claiming that spas are “devoted to enhancing overall 

well-being through a variety of professional services that encourage the renewal of mind, body and spirit” 

(Mintel, 2005).  
 

The fact that there is no clear definition of spa tourism, and the wide variance of what constitutes a spa even by 

spa industry trade bodies causes much confusion. Some deem water a fundamental component to a spa, while 

others make no mention of it at all in their definition. Some spas claim to be health-focused, offering services 

where the emphasis is on health maintenance and illness prevention in the form of exercise, healthy eating, and 

relaxation designed to harmonise body and soul. It can be argued that a spa could be defined as: “a place 

geographically based on mineral or thermal springs or seawater, or a fitness club that offers a variety of 

treatments, services, and facilities aimed at achieving medicinal or leisure benefits for its clients.” This definition 

encompasses the majority of the different views about spas; in particular the three main aspects: location, 

treatments and facilities provided, and the purpose of the visit. 
 

2.2 Historical Background 
 

It is claimed by Jenner and Smith (2000) that visiting spas is one of the earliest forms of tourism. Spas found their 

beginnings thousands of years ago, when ancient civilisations used them for their healing properties and as an 

important part of their social structure (Vierville, 2003; Spaa, 2002). The therapeutic use of baths was remarkably 

long-lived; such popularity was no doubt partly due to the fact that baths were both pleasant and, by the Roman 

imperial period at least, comparatively freely available (Jackson, 1990). It was after this time that public interest 

in baths began to peak (Spaa, 2002).   
 

By the medieval period, the idea that thermal springs could have medicinal properties was firmly established. But 

in the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries, „taking the waters‟ began being a fashionable pastime for Europe‟s upper classes. In 

fact, the popularity of this habit is what established places in the UK, such as Bath, Brighton and Harrogate, as 

early tourism destinations (Jenner and Smith, 2000). Today‟s spa is an interesting combination of ancient 

traditions and modern facilities; in recent years, the value of prevention, healthy lifestyles, and relaxation has been 

embraced by many and the spa is again finding its place in modern society as a place uniquely geared to address 

these needs (Register, 2005).  
 

2.3 The Demand Side 
 

The growth of health food, gyms and the investment in leisure facilities proves that consumers are looking for 

more than relaxation during a break or holiday; this is unsurprising when time is so precious (Lynch, 2002). 

Harmsworth (2004: p. 173) claims that “the spa market is one of the fastest growing leisure sectors, where 

societal trends and aspirations find instant reflection in the developments on both the demand and supply sides. 

The market is very fragmented, each segment catering for different customer needs, which continuously change in 

line with social and lifestyle changes”. Hunter-Jones (2001: p. 130) comments on the fact that “today a social 

revolution has occurred and health [and spa] tourism now covers a wide spectrum of people with diverse interests 

from pure medical consumers to tourism consumers.” 
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In this sense, the understanding of health has also turned in on itself. Today, “health is not understood as the mere 

absence of disease any more, but as a philosophy of life and a worthwhile goal for life and everyday” (Fisher, 

1999 cited in Fontanari and Kern, 2003: p 20). This shift in attitudes towards health is echoed by the work of 

Messerli and Oyama, (2004) who quote the Hamburg-based trend watcher Matthias Horx, “Never before in the 

history of humankind has health been so highly valued... Health no longer means the absence of disease, but 

indicates an active lifestyle choice aimed at combating stress and, increasingly, countering psychological 

problems.” Whilst trend-watchers are not wholly reliable sources, the change in attitudes towards health is an 

interesting indicator of modern society. 
 

Changing demands of increasingly sophisticated travellers also fuel the growth in spa related tourism; spa clients 

are increasingly demanding and their expectations are high. According to Harmsworth (2004) after a successful 

visit to a spa, up to 90% of clients have returned for an additional visit. Messerli and Oyama (2004) show that 

those clients are looking for something new and different in their trips, but also seek meaningful experiences; they 

are well informed, more quality conscious, independent, and harder to please. It‟s these factors - along with 

greater health awareness, uptake of alternative therapies, and more environmental and psychological awareness, 

that drive demand for spa holidays addressing the need for time out, rejuvenation, and deeper experience 

(Grihault, 2007).  
 

2.4 Characteristics of Spa Tourists 
 

Traditionally it has been women who have primarily used spas. However, a consumer research conducted by 

ISPA in 2003 determined that 29% of spa tourists around the world are men; this figure rose to 30% in 2004. As 

men continue to represent a significant proportion of the spa market, more spas are offering special treatments for 

them and men-only spas continue to open in cities around the world (Grihault, 2007; Mintel, 2005; Messerli and 

Oyama, 2004). The Baby Boomer generation (45-60 years old) continues to be the core consumer base for the 

global spa tourism industry. According to Haden (2007) industry analysts have long known that health conscious 

Baby Boomers have been the main driving force behind the worldwide boom in the spa industry. However, some 

argue the appeal of the industry reaches a larger age-range; Swarbrooke (2000: p 78-79) claims that most visitors 

to spa sites are in the social classes A, B and C1 and are between 30 and 65 years of age. Mintel (2005) have a 

similar view, claiming it is the 25-64 year old market who dominate the customer base for spas; this group tends 

not to be at the family life stage, and their members are as likely to be male as female.  
 

The average age of visitors to spas is currently 49 years (ETC, 2002). Yet Hudson (2003) argues that by 2050, 20 

percent of the world‟s population will be sixty years or older; and by 2150, this figure will increase to over 30 

percent. These claims seem dramatic; however it is clear from all the statistics available that the population is 

aging and that this trend is set to continue. Latest research by International Database, US Census in 2007 confirms 

these figures and shows the number of people aged over 55 years is projected to reach 2.6 billion or 

approximately 27.7% of the world‟s population by 2050. Thus, the number of individuals aged 55 and over is 

forecast to grow at a rate of about 4% per year over the next 43 years (Haden, 2007). 
 

According to a survey carried out by the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB), 70.8% of those aged over 45 

years had been on holiday in 2006, compared to 64.9% of the general UK population. A Mintel study of US 

travellers in 2005 revealed that those over 55 years are more inclined to take holidays lasting five days or longer. 

Maintaining health in retirement has become a top priority. In a 2006 study of US health and fitness clubs in May 

2006, Mintel found that those aged over 55 years were far more likely to participate in some form of strenuous 

exercise five or more times a week than other segments of the population (Haden, 2007). If such predictions are 

dealt with wisely, the outlook for the industry appears to be positive; it will help to drive tourism‟s growth in 

general and health-related travel in particular. Taking this into consideration, such a shift will clearly have 

substantial implications for the international health and spa tourism industry. 
 

2.5 Reasons behind the Visit 
 

According to Horner and Swarbrooke (1998), the development of health tourism and spas has concentrated on 

two different market segments. The first market consists of those who visit spas for their health alone; the second 

segment incorporates those seeking other more varied kinds of tourism, looking for well being, beauty, and 

recreation. This theory is also found in the work of Hunter-Jones (2000), who attempted to segment two different 

types of health tourism and spa consumers: recreational consumer and medical consumer.  
 



The Special Issue on Contemporary Research in Social Science                        © Centre for Promoting Ideas, USA 

158 

 

Many authors reject the idea that people can be split into just two categories in terms of their reasons for 

participating in spas (Hall, 1992; Jackson, 1990; Mackaman, 1998; Nord, 1986). Others argue that people‟s 

demands at a spa will vary from beauty health care (Gilbert and Weerdt, 1991; Goodrich and Goodrich, 1991), to 

more specific reasons, such as physical body satisfaction, fitness, and weight loss (Phillips and Drummond, 2001; 

Jenner and Smith, 2000). Becheri (1989) classifies spa tourists into four categories: people looking for relaxation, 

people wishing to delay their ageing, people wanting a short break weekend, and people concerned with illness 

prevention. Marvel (2002) argues that the motivations for spa tourists visiting a spa are be beauty, longevity 

treatments, relaxation, and tranquillity or a respite from hectic lifestyles. The English Tourism Council (2002), 

show that most people‟s view of health falls into two broad categories: physical and psychological.  
 

Today, the industry players claim the number-one motivation for people to visit spas is rest and relaxation. As 

developed countries increasingly move towards „24/7‟ societies with people working longer hours than ever 

before, personal stress levels have increased and a higher value is placed on leisure time. The World Health 

Organisation warns that depression and mental health problems will be the second-largest disease burden by 

2020, and this would indicate that stress, and the need to cope with increasingly fast-paced modern lives, is not 

going to go away (Grihault, 2007). Mintel (2005) shows that visits to spas is increasingly being seen as a 

necessity, not a luxury, among busy professionals. Messerli and Oyama (2004) argue that ongoing pressures and 

stress fuel the need to recover one's wellbeing in a relaxing atmosphere removed from everyday environments. 

Grihault (2007), commenting on the 2005 Megatrends report by the European Travel Action Group (ETAG), 

argues that health-consciousness will increase still further, thereby increasing demand for „wellness‟ products. 

The ETAG suggests that a higher level of awareness and education will also lead to a greater demand for 

„spiritual travel‟.  
 

According to Mary Lynch the Chief Executive of the English Tourism Council (ETC), the increasing pressure on 

individuals, on their time, and the cost of their busy lives in terms of stress, has led to a greater understanding of 

health issues and a desire to spend more time pampering and indulging themselves during a break (Lynch, 2002). 

The challenge for the spa industry is to continue to bring spa tourism more into the mainstream of the tourism 

business – to alter the perception that spas are only associated with medical products – and to appeal to the 

growing numbers of people who are increasingly interested in a healthy lifestyle and fitness products in general 

(Horner and Swarbrooke, 1998). 
 

One of the most important barriers for providers to break through is the persisting image some members of the 

general public have of spas as expensive, elitist holidays. Research conducted by ISPA in a recent survey found 

that many people were resistant to visiting spas because they thought it would be too expensive (Loverseed, 

1998). Many researchers agree there are various factors influencing people‟s choice of one spa destination over 

another; consumer‟s availability of time, financial circumstances, perceived value of services at a spa (service 

quality), the destination attractions, age, and the image of particular spas, are all important factors which 

ultimately affect the choice of a spa destination (Lynch, 2002; Harmsworth, 2004; Jenner and Smith, 2000).  

Yet, whilst authors commonly agree that the choice of a spa destination may be closely linked to the before 

mentioned factors, it is clear that research beyond this is limited. For instance, the impact of low-cost airlines in 

choosing a spa destination, or the role of distribution channels is still to be explored, to come to a fuller 

understanding of the spa destination choice process (Messerli and Oyama, 2004; Goodall, 1990; Gartner, 1993; 

Baloglu and Mangaloglu, 2001; Konecnik, 2002).  
 

2.6 Tourist Typologies 
 

Tourism researchers have tried to explain tourist behaviour by developing typology of tourist roles. Many of the 

studies of tourism motivation and typology site a direct link between the behaviour of individuals in their own 

environment and the destinations they choose to visit (Hudson, 2000). Tourism literature has proposed a large 

number of typologies based on different variables used to segment the market such as socio-economic and 

demographic variables, behavioural variables, and geographical variables. According to Decrop and Snelders 

(2005) such typologies can be used for day-to-day marketing operations such as segmentation, targeting, 

destination selection, pricing, etc., but they are less useful for describing more fundamental and structural aspects 

of the tourist‟s life which are important for theoretical purposes and for strategic marketing planning. Keng and 

Cheng (1999) also point out those typologies that are based on such variables does not reveal underlying 

motivations for travel; they argue, people with similar demographics, such as age, income, and occupation, do not 

necessarily possess the same travel interests.  
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These shortcomings led tourism researchers to consider other variables in segmenting markets beyond the 

standard socio-demographic and geographic variables. As a result, more theoretical typologies have been 

proposed and these have focused on other variables of market segmentation such as psychographic variables. 

According to Mill and Morrison (1985), psychographics is the development of psychological profiles of 

consumers that lead to psychologically based measures of types resulting in profiles of distinctive modes of living 

or lifestyles. Decrop and Snelders (2005) argue typologies that are based on psychographic variables (motives, 

attitudes, interests, lifestyle, etc.) offer a more integrated view of tourist behaviour because they connect 

descriptive aspects of the tourist with sociological or psychological variables.  
 

One of the most widely cited theories based on psychographic variables is the one proposed by Plog (1974). Plog 

has classified travellers along a personality continuum, ranging from allocentrism at one end, to psychocentrism at 

the other. According to Plog, allocentric travellers prefer exotic destinations and more involvement with local 

cultures, while psychocentric travellers are thought to prefer familiar destinations and package tours. However, 

some researches argue that Plog‟s theory is difficult to apply; Gilbert (1991) argues that tourists will travel with 

different motivations on different occasions, as a short holiday or short break weekend may be in a nearby 

psychocentric destination while the main holiday may be in an allocentric destination. Of particular importance to 

the tourism literature has been the work of Cohen (1972), who suggested that there were different types of tourist 

and classified them into four types. The first two types of Cohen‟s classification are defined as being 

institutionalised types, as they deal with the institutionalised tourist system, while the remaining two are defined 

as being noninstitutionalised types because they do not depend on the services offered by the tourist 

establishment. 
 

Cohen classification shares some similarity with the later work of Plog, as we have seen his grouping of tourists 

was into two main categories with allowances for those which fall in-between. Both studies are fairly limited in 

their approach as they only allow for four different types of tourists at most, and certainly do not acknowledge the 

possibility that individuals may exhibit more than one type of classification. Although Cohen‟s typology has 

received some criticism, it has also provided an insight into tourist experiences and according to Burns (1999) has 

provided a framework for understanding destination impacts.  
 

It could be argued the work of Perreault, Dorden, and Dorden (1979) offered one of the first attempts to produce a 

typology based on an empirical work; they produced a five-group classification of tourists based on a survey of 

2000 householders, as follows: budget travellers, adventurous tourists, homebody tourists, vacationers, and the 

moderates (Swarbrooke and Horner, 1999). The work of Pearce (1982) is considered one of the earlier attempts to 

operationalise different forms of tourist behaviour. Pearce employed a „fuzzy-set‟ technique to construct five 

major clusters of travel-related roles (Mehmetoglu, 2004). However, such typologies have been criticised by some 

researchers; Lowyck, Van Langenhove, and Bollaert (1992) for instance argue that most of them present the same 

characteristics which are based on psychographics generally using a single dimension such as motivation for 

travel.  
 

It can be concluded that there should be additional empirical studies that employ a multidimensional approach 

based on different factors and investigating more specific fields of the tourism industry. Indeed this is the aim of 

this research; to develop a typology of spa tourists based on empirical research (qualitative approach) that 

comprises several variables based on a multidimensional approach. 
 

2.7 Spa Tourism Typologies 
 

Initial literature on spa tourism tended to find itself as a sub segment of health tourism, rather than presenting spa 

tourism as a central focus of research. Research associated with people travelling has added significantly to our 

understanding of the impacts of travel on people‟s health but it has provided much less insight into the features 

that distinguish the nature of spa tourism from other types of tourism. Becheri (1989) has classified spa tourists 

into four categories: people looking for relaxation, people wishing to delay their ageing, people wanting a short 

break weekend, and people concerned with illness prevention. Others argue that people‟s demands at a spa will 

vary from beauty and health care (Gilbert and Weerdt, 1991; Goodrich and Goodrich, 1991), to more specific 

reasons, such as physical body satisfaction, fitness, and weight loss (Phillips and Drummond, 2001; Jenner and 

Smith, 2000). Literature to date has focused in particular on physical and psychological reasons behind visiting a 

spa (ETC, 2002; Hunter-Jones, 2000).  
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However, further research has demonstrated the need to explore a wider range of possible reasons people have for 

visiting spas. Niv (1989) cited in Hunter-Jones (2001), points to the interest in spa architecture as one such 

driving force.  
 

3. Methodology 
 

The primary research sample was to be those who use spas and leisure facilities. Interviewees were to be 

approached at different spas across the UK. A relatively small number of spa tourists‟ interviews were carried 

with foreign tourists; it was not the researcher‟s aim to draw conclusions of any significance relating to 

differences or similarities between different cultures. The foreign tourists‟ interviews however, were valuable as 

they suggested that there may well be cultural differences between spa tourists with respect to the three 

dimensional framework (Figure 1).A total of 28 spa tourists and spa managers were interviewed: 9 with spa 

managers and 19 with spa tourists; 12 spa tourists were females and 7 were males. This gender distribution is 

largely a reflection of the main spa clients; of the 19 interviews with spa tourists, 4 were aged in their 20s (2 

males and 2 females), 6 in their 30s (2 males and 4 females), 4 in their 40s (1 male and 3 females), 3 in their 50s 

(1 male and 2 females), and 2 in their 60s (1 male and 1 female).  
 

The sample used in the study was to be a non-probability one. This decision arose from the desire to undertake a 

„qualitative‟ study through face-to-face interviews. As a consequence the sample was to be small in number 

(Riley 1996). The intent was to obtain a rich, in-depth expression of people‟s attitudes and behaviours expressed 

in their own words, grounded in reality without presenting generalisations; an understanding of the attitudes and 

behaviours from the perspective of those involved (Gubrium and Holstein 2002; Flick 2006).  
 

As there was no previous qualitative study in spa tourism to draw on for guidance in terms of the required number 

of interviews, qualitative studies in other fields that suggested figures in the approximate range of 10 to 30 

informants was used as an initial guide (Brunt and Courtney 1999; Herrera and Scott 2005; Ali and Holden 2006; 

Mason 2004; Sedgley, Pritchard and Morgan 2006). The absolute number of interviews to be undertaken remains 

a subjective matter and even in a study that included over 50 interviewees, researchers acknowledged that this was 

a limitation with respect to generalisability of the data (Jordan and Gibson 2004). The results from such non-

probability sampling cannot be claimed to be representative of a wider population. Indeed, the purpose of the 

study was not to achieve representativeness but to gain deeper insight into people‟s views. 
 

A framework is required not only to identify research topics that can be broken down into questions, but also to 

identify future directions for research. By retaining a focus on spas within the destination facility choice process 

and taking the literature review findings into consideration it is possible to develop a guiding framework for 

research (figure 1).  
 

Figure 1 provides a representation of the spa tourists‟ typology research framework; this is based on a multi-

dimensional approach that is based on the destination facility choice process. It is divided into three main 

dimensions: The Health Dimension, which includes issues such as reasons behind a visit to a spa. The Choice 

Dimension, which includes factors affecting the choice of one spa destination over another, and The Experience 

Dimension, which includes facilities and treatments on offer at a spa and also post-visit feedback. These 

dimensions will be used as a guide for the questions which will be asked in the research interviews, in order to 

ensure no important issues are overlooked. The three dimensions will provide an important grounding for the 

systematic exploration of the relationships between, for example, the financial circumstances of an interviewee, 

the sorts of facilities and treatments they seek, and whether or not they feel their holiday provided good value for 

money. This concrete base will help to establish the initial platform for the classification of spa tourists, and will 

help to provide a structured analysis of the results.   
 

Interviews with informants were topic rather than question-led, with the topics themselves emerging from the 

research aims; these topics included: spa-tourists‟ motivations when deciding to go on a spa holiday, factors 

influencing their choice of one destination spa over another and the spa tourists‟ holiday experience (the three 

dimensions framework), as well as questions that relate to their characteristics such as their age, sex, marital 

status, income, and place of residence, etc. Prior to the interviews with spa tourists, spa managers‟ and experts‟ 

views were consulted. The researcher contacted various managers and experts from the spa industry.  Spa 

managers were consulted with the belief that the direct contact they have with their customers provides them with 

a wealth of information concerning demand and supply trends.  
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Interviews with spa managers and experts had different structure to those which addressed spa tourists. Here the 

questions were based on topics that were broken down into questions. These topics included the facilities and 

services offered and improvements and future visions.  
 

4. Data Analysis and Results 
 

4.1 Data Analysis 
 

After the interviews the researcher coded the material and each line in the transcript was given a unique line 

number, so that parts of the data can be identified and located precisely and quickly.  This stage was done 

manually. Coding the data involves breaking the data down into units for analysis and then categorising these 

units. There are no “formulas or cookbook recipes” (Yin, 1994, p.102) to advise on the „correct‟ or „best‟ way of 

inductively analysing qualitative data. Few researchers within the spa tourism field detail the exact procedures and 

scheduling of activities involved in their inductive analysis of qualitative data. Because of this gap in the research 

literature, the description which follows is useful in explaining the systematic process by which qualitative data 

were inductively analysed and interpreted to acquire a grounded understanding of spa tourists‟ typology. 

This first phase in inductive analysis occurred whilst in the field collecting the data. At this stage in-depth 

interviews were kept broad to allow for the collection of interesting responses and perspectives around which 

further data collection could focus. The tape recording of interviews allowed the researcher to make written as 

well as mental notes of any analysis during interviews.  
 

Immediately after in-depth interviews were recorded and transcribed, the second stage in inductive analysis 

involved reading and re-reading the transcripts and field notes in order to begin the process of structuring and 

organising the data into meaningful units. The familiarity created by reading and re-reading transcripts and field 

notes heightened the researcher‟s awareness of the “patterns, themes and categories” (Patton, 1987, p. 150) of 

meanings existing in the data and focused the attention on these. By making several copies of the transcripts and 

field notes collected at this stage, codes were attached to those sections containing data which appeared to be 

important for understanding spa tourists‟ behaviours and attitudes when going on a spa holiday. These sections 

were then pulled together into meaningful units or keywords, around which the collection of further data was 

planned in order to establish whether these keywords were important to understanding the research problem.  
 

In this way, some chunks of data were coded in a variety of ways, others were discarded on the grounds that they 

were not relevant to the study and, as a whole the data collected at the initial stage was reduced to a more 

manageable level. This interpretation does not follow linguistic grammatical rules, but focuses on where a shift in 

meaning can be discerned.  
 

The method of analysis used during this stage is called the “constant comparative method” (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). This method involved the researcher repeating the process of reading and re-reading transcripts and field 

notes and constantly comparing the data collected during this phase. By systematically comparing the similarities 

and differences between keywords, some codes were disregarded as irrelevant to the study, others were expanded 

upon and additional codes emerged. The keywords were then pulled together into different core categories. 

Having grouped and organised keywords under core categories, the analysis was deepened by interpreting the 

relationships between core categories and seeking to explain why these relationships existed. In interpreting, re-

evaluating and conceptualising relationships between core categories of data, the constant comparative method of 

analysis was used once again. 
 

During this stage, the researcher engaged in a prolonged and systematic search for similarities and differences 

between the keywords contained within different categories and between core categories and concepts and main 

issues raised in the literature review. The purpose of these comparisons was to understand the meaning and nature 

of these relationships and resulted in some categories being disregarded on the grounds that, when analysed more 

closely, they did not fit into or work with the understanding that was emerging. Up to this point, the focus was on 

grouping comments into the three dimensional framework (stage one). Figure 2 below shows the process of 

developing a spa tourists‟ type; all meaning keywords were compared to each other and sorted under core 

categories (23 categories altogether). For instance, keywords such as: backache, pain, surgery, etc. formed the 

core category “physical”. The next step consisted of relating those core categories into the „three dimensional 

framework‟ constructed earlier in the study (Table 1).  
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Figure 3 below shows a simplified representation of the typology construction; the 19 interviewees could be 

categorised as determined by the core categories related to the three dimensions. This, however, was done 

without any intent or attempt to identify the number of people in each type but simply to identify types.   
 

4.2 Results  
 

This final phase involved presenting the findings that emerged from the data analysis process described earlier. 

Interviewees who had similar features or core categories in relation to the three dimensions were grouped 

together and then put in one type and those with others into another type and so on. This was used directly for 

developing a typology of spa tourists through an inductive process (Table 2). From table 2 it can be seen that ten 

types of spa tourists were identified. This typology was tested against a variety of variables such as trip 

motivation, needs, and factors in choosing one spa over another, as well as facilities and treatments on offer, in a 

process designed to cover the three dimensional framework constructed earlier. The emergence of these types 

offered further insight into whether they could be simplified into more broad types of spa tourists by combining 

their shared interests (Table 3). Based on the researcher‟s discretion and judgment, the interviewees‟ types have 

been combined to further funnel the results of the empirical research in order to create a broader typology 

containing only 4 types of spa tourists. 
 

The Aristocrats 
 

This type is based on a combination of the high-class type, the tactful type, and the organised type. Tourists in this 

type share the same interests when going to a spa; they are mainly older people with a high income looking 

mainly for rest and relaxation or to spend a rehabilitation period upon recommendation from their doctors. They 

seek well-established facilities and treatments at a spa to fulfil their needs such as massages, Jacuzzis, and steam 

rooms and for most of them price is not an issue.  They are well organised, neat, pay attention to smaller details 

such as the cleanliness of the spa and its design, which could lead to their satisfaction or dissatisfaction. They are 

usually influenced in their choice by advertisements or through the Web but would consider what other people 

would say or recommend.  
 

The Explorers 
 

People within this type are curious about the whole spa holiday experience. They normally prefer to be on their 

own, are influenced in their choice by the location of a spa, mainly preferring an exotic place with surroundings 

that make them feel closer to nature. They seek adventure, new facilities and treatments, and to try new things that 

they normally cannot find in their daily environment such as yoga classes and hiking.  
 

The Socialisers 
 

People within this category prefer to be with company when going to spas; they do not want to be on their own. 

They are mainly females looking to spend quality time in a nearby spa for a short break and the majority base 

their choice on the reputation of the spa and what others say about it. For them the spa has to be well established 

with lots of facilities and treatments on offer such as massages, restaurants, cafes, and healthy food. People who 

are concerned about their cultural backgrounds could be included in this type as they require special features and 

services to be on offer based on their culture or traditions in order to fulfil their needs. For instance, some may 

require a „woman-only spa‟ or may feel unable to stay overnight at a spa unless they are with friends or family. 
 

The Budgeters 
 

People within this category are relatively young and constrained by their financial circumstances; they seek 

affordable facilities and treatments at a spa to fulfil their desire to feel indulged by using massage and swimming 

pools. The majority prefer a „quick fix‟ at a nearby spa such as a day spa rather than travelling long distances to a 

destination spa. This broad typology could, in principle, have been extended using further dimensions, but the 

database was not sufficiently extensive to populate a larger number of categories. 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

This research attempted to address the need for a more complex approach to spa tourist classification by 

constructing a research framework that employs a multidimensional approach. The emergence of tourists‟ types 

offered further insight into whether they could be simplified into more broad types by combining their shared 

interests; the broad typology of spa tourists produced offered significant advancements from existing typologies 

in the field; it was based on empirical research (qualitative approach) that comprised of several variables, and 

considering all stages of the destination choice process. 
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It was intended to be flexible so that others can find some utility in it; whether they are managers looking for 

practical solutions to real problems, or researchers in the field, they are encouraged to substitute their own themes 

into this framework or to make further modifications. The findings of this research have significant implications 

for gaining a greater appreciation of the inherent diversity of the spa tourism market. In the absence of more 

detailed research regarding the classification of spa tourists, it is a mistake to assume that all spa tourists are alike. 

Likewise it is a mistake to assume that all spa tourists are seeking the same spa experience, have the same needs 

and are affected by the same choice factors. 
 

The research revealed that the majority of informants stated they were motivated to travel, in whole or in part, to 

cure their physical illnesses and sought facilities and treatments such as massages, restaurants and cafes, healthy 

food, “healthy life classes”, pleasant views, and were influenced in their choice by word of mouth, reputation of 

spas, location of spas, or their financial circumstances. Tour operators and travel agents have been suggested as 

being significant information sources and distribution channels in influencing the perceived image of spas. 

However, the research findings did not fully support this view, in fact only few spa tourists revealed that they 

were influenced by travel intermediaries when choosing a spa destination. Investigating the significance of travel 

intermediaries on spa tourism could be suggested therefore, as a possible area for future research. 
 

During the qualitative research the cultural backgrounds and traditions of spa tourists proved to be of great 

importance when choosing their spa destinations. The research findings revealed some international cultural 

differences; for instance, female interviewees with Middle Eastern background expressed the need for particular 

facilities and treatments to cater for their cultural backgrounds, such as the separation of men and women in some 

areas of spas. This concern for separation was not evident within the rest of the interviews.  It is important 

therefore for spas to be aware of such cultural diversities in the ever increasing globalisation of the world, if they 

are to retain market strength, and increase their customer base. 
 

A number of limitations were apparent throughout the course of the research. Although these limitations did not 

directly affect the results of the research, it could be argued they could provide an insight or guidance for other 

researchers for future research and for the industry as a whole. One of the main limitations of this study related to 

the literature base. During the initial stages of the research, the limited amount of publications related to spa 

tourism proved challenging. A further limitation of the literature regarded the interpretation of statistical data 

published and many of the resources relating to spa tourism are sourced from industrial trade bodies; any 

information gathered from such sources were considered carefully and used merely as indicators, rather than 

concrete evidence, as such organisations are likely to distort findings and statistics to suit their own aims.  
 

The classification of spa tourists was limited in terms of who they are and what motives and factors inform their 

visit; most spa tourists‟ typologies produced were either based on a single dimension, such as reasons behind the 

visit, or were constructed using quantitative market research, which may have given less insight into the subject. 

A major limitation of this study was its dependence on interviews as a primary research tool. Interviews, by their 

very nature can be restrictive and can result in straightforward and brief answers. One of the constraints of this 

research was the length of the interviews and the limited responses by some of the interviewees, with some 

proving reluctant to fully respond to questions, resulting in some interviews garnering only a limited amount of 

information. A further limitation of this study was the relatively small number of interviewees. It must be 

acknowledged therefore, because of such a small sample, the data produced cannot be generalised.  An additional 

limitation of the research was the time and the cost of travelling to conduct interviews; especially considering 

interviewees were widely distributed across a large geographical area, which incurred prohibitive costs. 
 

A further limitation to address is the inherent subjectivity of the researcher. The role of the researcher is employed 

to interpret the responses of the interviewees, in this sense the interviewer is not a passive listener; occasionally 

replies offered to questions are brief and demand understanding and assessment. This creates limitations in terms 

of the possibility of the researcher‟s personal views or experiences, influencing their discretion and judgment. 

Further to this the interpretation of the results gathered in the interview stage was also subject to the researcher‟s 

subjectivity; in the development of the typology the researcher‟s judgment was relied upon heavily, as is the 

nature of the qualitative data analysis. There is considerable scope for future research in the spa industry as shown 

by the dearth of literature available. Further research should be encouraged into the specific needs of different 

types of spa tourists, which will contribute to further understanding of the nature of tourist „attraction systems‟ 

and provide an insight or guidance for other researchers.  
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If such strategies are dealt with wisely by the spa industry the outlook for the industry appears to be positive. This 

will help to drive tourism‟s growth in general and health-related travel in particular. Taking this into 

consideration, such a shift will clearly have substantial implications for the international health and spa tourism 

industry. 
 

6. Tables and Figures 
 

                             Figure 1: Framework for spa tourists‟ typology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               Figure 2: Coding Analysis Process 
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Figure 3: Simplified representation of typology construction 

(Stage 2: grouping individuals into types) 

 
 

 
                       D= dimension 

                      CC = core category where „a‟ etc represent several core categories 
 

Table 1: Coding Process/ Grouping Keywords and Core Categories together In relation to the Three Dimensional 

Framework 

Keywords Core Categories Dimensions/ The Three 

Dimensional Framework 

Pampered, backache, feel refreshed, surgery, 

stress, rehabilitation, fitness, ageing, changing 
daily routine, curious, socialising, family, 

friends… 

 

 Rest and relaxation 

 Physical 

 Secondary reasons (e.g. weight loss) 

 Being with family and friends 

 Curiosity and trying new things 

Health Dimension 

Reasons behind going to 

a spa holiday 

Expensive, short distance, countryside, 

professional staff, gift vouchers, lake view, 
sea view, swimming pool, massage, sauna, 

Jacuzzi, tennis court, horse riding, yoga, 

healthy food, restaurant, reputation, quality, 
spa design, medical advice, cleanliness, time, 

travel agency, the web, big garden… 

 

 Location (surroundings/distance) 

 Financial circumstances 

 Availability of time 

 Cultural issues 

 Facilities and treatments  

 Reputation  

 Word of mouth 

 Advertisements 

 Cleanliness of a spa 

 Being recommended 

Choice Dimension 

Factors in choosing  a 

spa destination 

Really good, amazing, ill, holiday, activity, 

healthy food, satisfied, annoying, confidence, 

water element, health, massages, Jacuzzi, 
steam rooms, architecture, yoga, tennis courts, 

swimming pools… 

 

 

 Facilities and treatments used 

 Design of a spa 

 Food served 

 Holiday experience successful 

 Holiday experience “bit weird” 

 Definition and type of spa 

 Only for „ill‟ people? 

 Considered as a holiday or not? 

Experience Dimension 

Facilities and treatments 

used and Post-visit 

feedback  

 

 

 

D:   H      C      E 

CC:    b + m + p 

D:   H     C     E 

CC:     a + h + p 

Type A 
Type B 
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   Table 2: Constructed Typology of Spa Tourists 

 

Types                 Characteristics 

 

(1) 

The High-Class  

Type 

 

 looking for perfection 

 Best facilities and Treatments 

 Price is not an issue 

 Older people with high income 

 Seeking physical and psychological treatments 

 Seeking five star destination spa 

 

(2) 

Social Oriented  

Type 

 

 Socialise with friends and family 

 Seeking rest and relaxation 

 Short stay and short distance spa 

 Emphasised the importance entertainment facilities such as restaurants 

cafes with healthy food  

                   (3) 

Low-Cost Physical 

Motivated 

Type 

 Price is a major issue 

 Seeking physical needs 

 Affordable facilities and treatments 

 Emphasised the importance of massages 

                

(4) 

Low-Cost Holistic Type 

 Price is a major issue 

 Seeking psychological needs 

 Affordable spa holiday 

 Emphasised the importance of swimming pools and gardens 

 

(5) 

The Dreamers Type 

 

 Seeking rest and relaxation 

 Different cultural backgrounds 

 Perfect spa holiday 

 Affordable not expensive 

 Well established facilities and treatments 

 Good reputation 

 

(6) 

The Adventurers Type 

 

 Curious 

 Try new facilities and treatments 

 Exotic destination with various facilities and treatments 

(7) 

Image-Dependent Physical 

Motivated  Type 

 Seeking physical treatments 

 Very concerned about the image of the spa 

 Reputation and being recommended 

 

 

(8) 

The Tactful Type 

 

 Seeking rest and relaxation 

 Neat and tactful 

 Older women with high income 

 Emphasised the importance of cleanliness of a spa 

 Reputation 

 

(9) 

Peaceful& Nature Lovers 

Type 

 Location of the spa and its surroundings 

 On their own 

 Connect with nature 

 Facilities and treatments such as hiking and yoga 

 

(10) 

The Organised Type 

 

 Highly dependent 

 Seeking rest and relaxation 

 Work long hours 

 Time is an issue 

 Book their own spa holiday/own experience 

 Facilities and treatments such as massages, Jacuzzis, and saunas  
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Table 3: Broad Typology of Spa Tourists 

 

Broad Typology Combined Types 

 
The Aristocrats 

 

 The high-class type 

 The organised type 

 The tactful 

 
The Explorers 

 

 The adventurers type 

 Peaceful& nature lovers 

 
The Socialisers 

 The dreamers 

 Image-dependent physical motivated 

 The social oriented type 

 
The Budgeters 

 

 Low-cost physical oriented type 

 Low-cost holistic type 
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