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The word “spa” is thought to be derived from the Latin Salus per aquam, 
meaning “health through water”. Increasingly, yacht owners are 
incorporating spa spaces into their initial designs, or converting existing 
areas to accommodate massage and beauty treatments. In doing so, they 
are adding to the yacht’s re-sale value and boosting its charter appeal.
Heather Hawthorne of Charter Spa Services offers her advice on spa design 
having provided onboard spa services to charter guests and yacht owners 
since 1997 and worked as a consultant for new-build projects. 
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There is no doubt that 
in today’s fast-paced 
world, we are all in 

need of stress-reduction 
more than ever. With the 
growing trend towards 
holistic and alternative 
therapies, many yacht 
owners now realise that a 
spa or massage facility is an 
important addition to their 
yacht, as well as a highly 
marketable attribute, and 
are actively seeking onboard 
treatments that focus on 
health and well-being. 

Having consulted on spa design for 
several yachts and worked on more 
than 60 charter vessels, I believe it 
is essential to have the input of a 
qualified consultant or spa professional 
from the project’s onset to assist in 
the design and implementation of an 
onboard spa. There is much more to 
it than simply buying equipment and 
products or plonking a massage table 
down in the middle of the room. Unless 
you are a spa professional, you may not 
be aware of what is required to design 
and outfit a professional treatment 
space. Because of the space limitations 
aboard yachts, a spa treatment area 
requires careful planning.

The first consideration is ensuring 
that the room is completely private and 
invokes a mood of relaxation, comfort 
and well-being. This requires controlled 
lighting and music, sound-proofed 
walls and appropriate equipment for 
the services on offer. The treatment 
area should also be large enough for 
the therapist to move around the table 
comfortably, without making the client 
feel ‘cramped’. In turn, clients must be 
able to enter and exit the room easily. 

Since many clients find outdoor 
services appealing, the spa space might 
include an ocean-view, or be located in 
an area with sliding doors to an outside 
deck. The therapist can then provide 
both privacy and allow clients to enjoy 
the freedom of outdoor treatments, 
while avoiding the discomfort of windy 
decks or harsh sunlight.
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nausea and serious health conditions 
with prolonged exposure. 

Obviously, massage linens and a 
professional adjustable massage/spa 
table are required. Reputable product 
lines are advisable; massage oils and 
lotions and other sundries should all 
be chosen according to the owner’s 
or professional therapists’ preferences 
or recommendations. Hand and bath 
towels should also be considered, as 
well as choosing products according to 
the variety of services on offer onboard 
and the desired outcome and effect of 
each treatment.

I am currently involved in a project 
on a newly launched yacht. The upper 
deck includes a gym, steam room, dry 
sauna and a treatment room. Since I 
was not involved in the initial design 
process, it is slightly more complex as I 
cannot change the existing space and 
must work with what I have and choose 
equipment that will work within the 
limited space available. I have sourced 
equipment that is state-of-the-art, but 
is available as small tabletop units 
instead of floor models. The equipment 
fits comfortably on the existing counter 
spaces, while products and supplies 
are hidden away in overhead cabinets. 
Everything can be stored securely and 
easily while underway. Rather than 
sacrifice quality or performance of the 
equipment, I have just had to spend 
more time researching and sourcing. 
As an independent consultant, 
the advantage is that I can specify 
equipment from a wide range of 
suppliers to ensure the right equipment 
for the space and the job. The space 
can be set up according to the owner’s 
preferences and for the various client 
needs if the yacht is used for charter.

Many yachts do not opt for full beauty 
centres, but have convertible spaces 
that can be used as a treatment area. 
The most popular solution is to combine 
the gym and the spa space together. 
By using fold-up beds and treadmills 
and portable massage tables, you can 
gain multiple use from one small space. 
However, this double function can be 
limiting. 

There is no reason why an onboard 
spa cannot incorporate all the attributes 
of a land-based facility. Standard spa 
equipment can be used and easily 
modified for the yacht environment, 
especially while underway;  wheel locks 
can be fitted to rolling equipment, 
shelves provided with bars or fiddles to 
prevent products sliding or falling off, 
and bases modified to maximize floor 
space. Several manufacturers are able 
to customise spa equipment to exact 
specifications so they integrate tastefully 
into the yacht’s interior.  

Cabinetry should be designed for 
easy storage and include tie-down 
capabilities and door locks. Cabinet 
doors that double as shelving and fold-
out massage tables are also options. 
Never store or use equipment with 
heating elements inside an enclosed 
cabinet, unless there is appropriate 
cabinet ventilation.

A private toilet and sink should be 
directly connected to, or be included 
inside, the spa area. Water is needed 
for many treatments and a shower also 
comes in handy. Don’t forget to include 
suitable hooks or hanging space for 
robes/clothes, a folding stool and ample 
shelving. If nails and hair treatments 
are offered, then proper ventilation is 
a must. Fumes and odours can cause 
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The room cannot be used as a gym 
and a spa at the same time and guests 
may have to compromise on when and 
how they use the facility. The therapist 
needs to be flexible and able to quickly 
convert the gym space into a relaxing 
spa. When offering spa treatments 
inside a gym, ideally the two areas 
should be separated by a solid dividing 
wall, thereby offering privacy and quiet 
for spa clients. 

Several yachts I have chartered 
with had convertible gym areas that I 
was able to work and sleep in. On a 
recent charter, the guests wanted to 
exercise outside and move the fold-up 
treadmill from the gym to the top deck, 
keeping the ‘gym’ area as a spa. But 
since this was not considered when the 
gym equipment was purchased, the 
treadmill could not be moved. These 
guests were far more interested in 
receiving massages and spa treatments 
than in exercising while on holiday, 
but they wanted to have both options. 
Although there were some limitations 
and they used the room much more as 
a spa than as a gym, by converting the 

space each day the guests were able 
to enjoy the room in both its functions 
and were very pleased at the end of 
their time aboard. 

Some yachts opt for a smaller, 
purpose-built massage treatment 
room in a separate area. However, a 
dedicated treatment room or spa is not 
an absolute requirement. By keeping 
equipment light and portable, I can set 
up a treatment area in many different 
areas of the yacht and still provide a full 
range of services. Additionally, many 
yachts may have unused cabins that can 
be used as a spa area and double as the 
therapist’s accommodation. With a bit of 
creativity and flexibility, we can create an 
onboard treatment space in a variety of 
locations in a matter of minutes. 

Finally, the therapist is as important 
as the spa space itself. The space is only 
part of the service and the real quality 
of the treatment lies in the professional 
spa therapist’s hands. If a charter 
yacht is being advertised as a vessel 
“with a full-service treatment centre 
with a professional therapist”. then 
the spa should only offer the services 
of an experienced and reputable spa 
therapist. Unfortunately, to save money, 

some owners opt for the stewardess/
masseuse combination. This is not 
usually a satisfactory option as it may 
not offer the quality of treatments 
that clients expect and require. With 
massage by far the most popular spa 
service, today’s spa-savvy clientele 
expect the best and that is precisely 
what they should get.  

Heather specialises in setting up massage 
and spa areas on yachts that do not 
have purpose-built treatment rooms and 
helping owners convert existing rooms 
into workable spa spaces. She is a US and 
Australian licensed massage therapist, US 
licensed Facialist Specialist and Certified 
Hatha Yoga Instructor.
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