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By SARAH RAMIREZ

Interest in wellness travel had been soaring among affluents prior to the pandemic, but experts are confident that
this will resume as the luxury hospitality industry rebounds.

During a webinar on Oct. 14, "How to Achieve ROI for Wellness in your Hotels," hospitality leaders discussed how to
measure the success of wellness activities at hotels. In light of the pandemic, consumers have become more
mindful of both physical and mental health.

"There is more interest now in wellness than ever," said Susie Ellis, chairman/CEO of the Global Wellness Institute.
"So we are very optimistic that actually there's going to be more travel coming back that will be in the wellness sector
than even in travel in general."

The webinar was presented by the International Luxury Hotel Association and sponsored by A.T . Cross Company.
The panel was moderated by Roger Allen, group CEO at Resources for Leisure Assets.

Responding to the pandemic
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the hospitality industry had continued to invest in wellness offerings such as
fitness, healthy meals, spa treatments and digital detoxes. While interest in wellness travel is present across
generations, different demographics have different interpretations of wellness (see story).

Many brands and managers also want to see a return on investment for wellness initiatives, which can be difficult to
quantify. This is particularly important as the pandemic has placed pressure on the hospitality industry.
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Tourism makes  up a s ignificant portion of the global wellness  economy. Image credit: Global Wellness  Ins titute

Wellness travel is often evaluated through the activities offered at an hotel, but Andrew Gibson, chairman at the
Wellness Tourism Association, encourages hoteliers to think beyond that and consider design, technology and
cuisine as part of a hotel's wellness offerings.

One aspect that is often overlooked is employee wellness. Healthy employees lead to lower healthcare costs as well
as less staff turnover, which saves hotels money in the long run.

At the onset of the pandemic, layoffs and furloughs took across all hospitality brands, including Marriott
International, the world's largest hotel and resort chain with brands such as the Ritz-Carlton, St. Regis, Luxury
Collection and Bulgari Hotels (see story).

Staffing is still presents a challenge for properties that are welcoming guests. Although there is steady interest for spa
services, hotels are lacking as many spa and massage therapists as they need due to health concerns amid the
pandemic.

Ella Kent, director of rooms at Sea Island, noted that the property has been working to ensure it is  overstaffed as
travel picks up.

Spa treatments  are s till a popular aspect of wellness  travel. Image credit: Mandarin Oriental

Another challenge Ms. Kent noted is that travelers are booking a few days ahead of trips, rather than three months in
advance, as they remain weary about sudden shutdowns or travel restrictions derailing plans.

With hotels looking to reduce expenses where they can, Ms. Ellis suggests that properties promote longer stays for
people who are working remotely during the pandemic. Another short-term options for hotels is temporarily using
event or meeting space for wellness activities, such as yoga or meditation.

Wellness opportunities
Technology also allows hospitality brands to extend their wellness offerings.

Ms. Ellis cited an example of an esthetician offering an at-home facial class via a video conference, for which
attendees had to purchase the products ahead of time from the spa. Mr. Gibson also believes virtual reality will have
a major role in wellness travel in the coming years, especially from a mental health aspect.

However, brands must also be mindful in using technology sparingly as many travelers are looking to disconnect
from their devices.
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Mandarin Oriental is  one of many hospitality brands that have offered interactive methods of detaching oneself
from digital devices, including coaches and hands-on activities. During spa services, cell phones are locked up in
safe keeping so that guests are free from any distractions (see story).

Meditation and mindfulness are the top desires of wellness travelers, according to a 2019 report from Virtuoso.

The survey of agents from Virtuoso's network who specialize in wellness found that the typical wellness traveler is a
Gen X woman, who either travels alone or with friends. The top motivator for wellness travel was stress and anxiety
reduction, as travelers sought to recover from their busy lives (see story).

While mindfulness and wellness may be trending in the hospitality industry, service remains at the heart of travel.

"In this particular time, people are looking for genuine hospitality, people who are friendly people who are
respectful, people who are warm and really care and are able to personalize and connect with each guest," Sea
Island's Ms. Kent said. "And that doesn't cost you anything except a good hire and some good training."
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