why we spa
Think going to the spa is just about feeling good
for a day? Here are six additional benefits you
can reap — at no extra cost.
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I’m relaxing in the expansive
wet lounge at the Spa at ARIA
Resort & Casino in Las Vegas.
After mere minutes in the
whirlpool, I already feel the
knots in my muscles begin to
release with the heat. Eyes
closed, I take a deep breath
and exhale, thankful for the
solitude. Then just as I’m having this thought, my moment
of silence is interrupted. Three
young women join me in the
water, and I can’t help but
stare. They’re slim and lovely,
blessed with luminous skin
and dimple-free thighs. I sink
a little lower in my seat,
suddenly feeling my age.
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I look down at my own body, analyzing the stomach I am trying to hide. It’s less flat than I’d like, the slack skin a
reminder of the births of two children. Then I begin to notice all of the bodies around me, all the various shapes and
sizes. I exchange glances with a woman across the pool; somehow I can tell we’re having the same self-conscious
thoughts. She stands up to head for the steam room, and I see a large scar across her abdomen, marking a recent
surgery. That’s when it occurs to me: Aren’t we lucky to be here, healthy and strong? Isn’t this a wonderful gift
we’re giving ourselves, this opportunity to nurture and care for these bodies that do so much for us? “Going to a
spa is like sending a thank-you note to yourself,” says Melissa McMahon, spa director of Sense at Rosewood Sand
Hill in Menlo Park, California. “It’s a chance to loosen up from the inside out and rewire your consciousness.”

Here are some of the gifts that we give ourselves when we visit a spa.
Ontario. Chapple points out that women are bombarded
with beauty messages that are all about changing the way
they look. Working with an aesthetician, on the other
hand, is all about learning what your skin needs, and how
to enhance your natural gifts.

balance

Overworked and overwhelmed are two words that many

education

“Everything we do at spas is about what we take home
with us,” says Kate Riley, director of the Ascent Spa at
Tenaya Lodge in Yosemite. You might learn how to be more
balanced in your body, Riley says, or you might learn how
to cook a nutritious meal simply and elegantly. But either
way you’ll leave feeling informed and empowered to make
healthy changes in your life. “They say it takes 10 days to
change a habit, so I can’t do that in a weekend. But I can
give you the tools to make the change yourself,” Riley says.
Spas also provide a chance to learn about skin and body
care in an individualized way. “A spa provides a safe haven
where we can educate ourselves about how to take the best
possible care of ourselves,” says Fay Chapple, managing
director of Dove Spas Canada, which has four locations in
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of us would use to describe ourselves. We’re simply doing
too much, and are unable to feel truly calm, centered and
focused. “I see people come in here and they’re all over the
place: scattered, distracted and going in all directions,” says
Michelle Kinney, director of Alvadora Spa at Royal Palms
Resort in Scottsdale, Arizona. “When they leave, they’re
more balanced because they’ve experienced some tranquility and peace. They’re also motivated to try to maintain that
effect because it feels so much better.” According to Susan
Keene, director of the Nidah spa at the Eldorado Hotel in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, a spa visit can serve as a wake-up call
when we’re not taking good care of ourselves. “People come
to a spa and realize how out of balance their lives have become, and discover things they can do that will start to make
a real difference in their lives. It’s wonderful to see.”

self-acceptance

There aren’t many places that feel truly private, where
we can take off the masks we wear for the world and strip
down to our essence — but a spa is one of them. “Spas grew
out of ritual baths, when people took time to care for their
own bodies,” says McMahon. By coming to a spa, you’re
taking a time-out from your busy life and invoking all your
senses to stay grounded in the present moment. Simply by
deciding to visit a spa, we express a consciousness that our

the strength to turn off that self-critical voice in our head
that points out every flaw, and instead feel gratitude that
we have our health, strength and fitness. “In our society,
we treat aging as a problem and spend a lot of money trying
to prevent it. But in fact, aging is a blessing,” says Sarah
Maria, “the process of growing, changing, maturing and
learning. We can learn to feel thankful that we’ve been given the chance to grow older.”

touch

A good massage is about much more than relief for sore
muscles — a healing touch can be a profound experience
of personal connection, to others and to the world at large.
“You hear all the time that the skin is the largest organ in the
body, but people don’t think about the fact that skin is what
connects us to the external world,” says McMahon. Massage
not only releases a cascade of hormones that fight stress and
anxiety, it offers us new awareness of our bodies and what
they need, says Riley. “I’ll be working on someone and she’ll
say, ‘I didn’t even know I was sore there.’ Our bodies talk to
us all the time, but we don’t know how to listen until something really goes wrong and we’re in terrible pain. Massage
gives us the chance to catch things before that happens.”

bodies deserve to be honored and taken care of instead of
criticized, says Sarah Maria, a body-image expert and author
of Love Your Body, Love Your Life. This important acknowledgement can be the start of a new, healthier way of thinking
about our physical selves. “You may have parts of your body
that you dislike, but you do not have to be critical of them.
You can change the habitual negative thinking and selfcondemnation, regardless of how your body looks, or even
feels, at any given time,” she says. Going to a spa lets us relax,
press the restart button and shift our perspective.

gratitude

Most of us go through life with a tape playing in our heads
that tells us all the things we’re doing wrong, all the ways
we don’t measure up. But how often do we stop and do the
opposite — count up all the things in our lives that we’re
thankful for? Visiting a spa provides that rare opportunity
— a chance to reflect on our lives and what matters to us.
A guided meditation may lead us to a new appreciation for
love and family as the anchor that makes everything else
in life worthwhile. An energy healing might allow us to
identify a source of pain, and give us the insight and personal power to set about changing it. We might even gain

well-being

Simply taking time to take care of ourselves is a revolutionary act for many of us — it requires a complete change
in thinking from our usual priorities. “Women especially
spend so much time being caregivers and taking care of
everyone else, we’ve forgotten how to care for ourselves,”
says Keene. The health benefits that come from visiting a
spa are real and concrete, whether it’s the stress-fighting
benefits of reflexology or the detoxification effects of a
body wrap. “Purging toxins and remineralizing the skin
can make a real difference after just one treatment,” Keene
says. “Where else can you see real results in one day?”
From Pilates to rock climbing, a spa visit can also serve
as the gateway to a new passion for fitness. “It’s not unusual
for our guests to comment that they’ve tried a form of exercise that has always intimidated them, or that they thought
they couldn’t do,” says Charlotte Prescott, spa director at
Canyon Ranch Hotel & Spa Miami Beach. “The sense of
achievement and boost in self-confidence that comes from
trying something new is truly inspiring.”
Most important, though, there’s the profound effect of
taking time to focus on your own well-being, whether for
just a few hours or a few days. “In essence, you’re saying to
yourself, I’m important too. I deserve to be cared for,” says
Keene. And, as any self-help expert will tell you, we can’t
effectively help others unless we heal ourselves first.
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