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Executive Summary

Valued at $4.2 trillion in 2017, the wellness economy 
continues to expand faster than global economic growth. 

The Global Wellness Institute (GWI) defines wellness as the active pursuit of activities, choices, 
and lifestyles that lead to a state of holistic health. In 2014, GWI published the first Global Spa & 

Wellness Economy Monitor, measuring the size of the global wellness economy for the first time. 

The wellness economy encompasses industries that enable consumers to incorporate wellness 
activities and lifestyles into their daily lives. We include ten sectors in the global wellness 

economy (see figure below), which together are worth $4.2 trillion in 2017, representing 5.3% of 

global economic output.1 By comparison, global health expenditures were estimated at $7.3 trillion 

in 2015.2 From 2015-2017, the wellness economy grew from $3.7 trillion to $4.2 trillion, or by 6.4% 

annually, a growth rate nearly twice as fast as global economic growth (3.6%).3

______________________________
1 See Appendix A for definitions of the ten wellness economy sectors.
2 Global health expenditures data from: WHO, Global Health Expenditures Database,  
http://apps.who.int/nha/database/Home/Index/en. 2015 is the most recent year available.
3 Global GDP data from: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2018 Edition,  
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2018/01/weodata/index.aspx.

Fitness & 
Mind-Body

$595b

Thermal
/Mineral 
Springs
$56b

Spa 
Economy

$119b

Wellness
Tourism
$639b

Wellness
Real Estate

$134b

Workplace
Wellness

$48b

GLOBAL WELLNESS ECONOMY: 
$4.2 trillion in 2017

Note: Numbers do not add due to overlap in segments. Dark colored bubbles are the sectors 
for which GWI conducts in-depth, country-level primary research. Light colored bubbles are 
sectors for which GWI aggregates global estimates only, drawing from secondary sources.

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018
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Traditional & 
Complementary 
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$360b

Preventive & 
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Medicine and 
Public Health

$575b

Note: Numbers do not add due to overlap in segments. Dark colored bubbles are the sectors for which GWI conducts in-depth, 
country-level primary research. Light colored bubbles are sectors for which GWI aggregates global estimates only, drawing from 
secondary sources. Source: Global Wellness Institute. 
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Since 2014, GWI has extended its detailed market estimates to include five wellness economy 

sectors: Wellness Real Estate, Workplace Wellness, Wellness Tourism, Spa, and Thermal/Mineral 

Springs. For the other five sectors, we aggregate secondary global industry data from multiple 

sources to arrive at the estimated market size. This report provides original data and discusses the 

development and prospects of the five wellness sectors that GWI tracks in detail. 

Wellness Economy Sectors, 2015 and 2017

Market Size 
(US$ billions)

Average Annual 
Growth Rate

2015 2017 2015-2017

Personal Care, Beauty, & Anti-Aging $999.0 $1,082.9 4.1%

Healthy Eating, Nutrition, & Weight Loss $647.8 $702.1 4.1%

Wellness Tourism $563.2 $639.4 6.5%

Fitness & Mind-Body $542.0 $595.4 4.8%

Preventive & Personalized Medicine and 

Public Health
$534.3 $574.8 3.7%

Traditional & Complementary Medicine** **$199.0 **$359.7 **

Wellness Real Estate*** $118.6 $134.3 6.4%

Spa Economy 

(Spa Facilities)

$98.6

($77.6)

$118.8

($93.6)

****9.8%

****(9.9%)

Thermal/Mineral Springs $51.0 $56.2 4.9%

Workplace Wellness $43.3 $47.5 4.8%

Wellness Economy *$3,724.4 *$4,220.2 6.4%

 
* Figures do not sum to total due to overlap in segments.

** The definition and measurement of this sector has changed from 2015 to 2017, and so the two numbers should not be 
directly compared as a time series. In 2017 we have incorporated an expanded measurement of traditional medicine into this 
sector (e.g., Traditional Chinese Medicine, Ayurveda, etc.) due to improved global data availability on those segments. The 
nomenclature for this sector is evolving alongside growing consumer adoption of traditional/indigenous, complementary, 
alternative, and integrative medical practices outside of the conventional/Western medical system.

*** The name for this sector has changed from 2015 to 2017, based on the methodology elaborated in GWI’s recent “Build 
Well to Live Well” report. It is now labelled “wellness real estate” to emphasize that the measurement includes residential AND 
commercial/institutional building, as opposed to “wellness lifestyle real estate” (which focuses on the residential component).

**** The high growth rate for spa revenues is not entirely due to new builds, but also due to a dramatic increase in the number 
of hotels/resorts listing themselves and their spa facilities/services on global online booking sites, especially in emerging market 
countries.

Source: Global Wellness Institute, based upon extensive primary research and secondary data sources
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The environments in which we live, work, and travel are 
critical yet largely underappreciated determinants of our 
wellness.

Our health is a result of complex interactions among genetic factors and numerous interrelated 

external determinants (e.g., socio-economic factors, our physical environment, access to healthcare). 

These external factors form a complex “wellness ecosystem”4 that can augment or reduce the 

impacts of our genes. What may be surprising from recent research findings is that genetics may 

account for as little as 10-15% of our health outcomes, while external and environmental factors 

play a much more important role.5 There is ample and growing evidence that our health and 

longevity are greatly affected by the physical environments in which we live, work, and travel, 

and yet these environments continue to receive scant attention from the medical community. This 

lopsided investment calculus needs to change. To combat the growing epidemic and escalating 

costs of chronic disease, we must address the many aspects of our daily environments that drive 

our individual and collective health and wellbeing.

Wellness sectors are no longer siloed industries. They will 
increasingly converge as we integrate wellness into our 
homes and communities, our work, and our travel. 

All ten wellness sectors are dynamic and interconnected, intrinsically linked to the wellness 

economy as a whole. In the face of longer lifespans, rising chronic disease, stress, and unhappiness, 

we are reexamining our lives and refocusing our attention on what makes us well – particularly the 

places and manner in which we live, work, and travel. The wellness economy mirrors those shifting 

priorities, alongside a growing recognition of the critical impact of external environments on our 

health and wellbeing. Among the ten wellness economy sectors, three of them represent those 

critical, interrelated environments in which we live our daily lives – wellness lifestyle real estate and 

communities (live), workplace wellness (work), and wellness tourism (travel). However, the other 

seven wellness sectors do not operate independently from, or outside of, these spheres. They 

are all essential components of a “wellness ecosystem” that nurtures a lifestyle of wellbeing and 

longevity, because we consume wellness goods and services in the homes and communities where 

we live, where we work, or when we travel. As we integrate wellness into all aspects of our daily 

lives, we can expect increasing convergence of all wellness sectors into these three core spheres, 

through acquisitions, partnerships, horizontal/cross-category expansions and innovations, and 

emergence of new business models.

______________________________
4 See: Institute of Medicine (2006). Genes, Behavior, and the Social Environment: Moving Beyond the Nature/

Nurture Debate. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.

5 See: Global Wellness Institute (2018). Build Well to Live Well: Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate and Communities.



8 | Global Wellness Institute

Wellness real estate is a fast-growing $134 billion industry, 
buoyed by rising health consciousness and a desire 
to bring wellness into the places where we spend the 
majority of our time.

Earlier in 2018, GWI unveiled the research report Build Well to Live Well, where we defined 

wellness real estate as the construction of residential and commercial/institutional properties 
that incorporate intentional wellness elements into their design, materials, and building as well 
as their amenities, services, and/or programming. GWI estimates that the global wellness real 

estate sector is worth $134 billion in 2017, growing at 6.4% annually since 2015. For comparison, 

this is about 1.5% of the total annual global construction market and about half the size of the 

global green building industry.6 Note that wellness real estate is broader than (but encompasses) 

wellness lifestyle real estate, which focuses on the residential component.7

GWI’s research found more than 740 wellness lifestyle real estate and community developments 

built, partially built, or in development, across 34 countries as of November 2017, and this number 

is growing every day. These include master-planned communities, multi-family housing, urban 

districts and mixed-use projects, resort- and spa-based real estate, and other types of projects 

around the world.

Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate Pipeline in 2017: 
Over 740 projects across 34 countries 

Note: Estimates as of November 2017. Source: Global Wellness Institute.

______________________________
6 U.S. Green Building Council (2015). The Business Case for Green Building. https://www.usgbc.org/articles/
business-case-green-building.
7 Because it is impossible to separate out the residential and non-residential components in commercial/
institutional projects (e.g., mixed-use, hospitality, etc.), GWI estimates wellness real estate in aggregate, 

although the focus in this report is on the residential component or wellness lifestyle real estate.

Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate Pipeline in 2017:
Over 740 projects across 34 countries

Note: Estimates as of November 2017. Source: Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018
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Around the world, there is rising consumer interest in extending our wellness experiences from 

our vacation destinations and leisure activities to our homes and everyday lives. For most of us, 

our home represents our most important personal investment and one of our largest expenditures 

(about 20% of all consumer spending, or more than $9 trillion in 20178), so it is only logical that 

our home should also be an investment in our health and wellbeing. Based on strong demand, GWI 

estimates that wellness lifestyle real estate and community projects positioned at the middle and 

upper ends of the market are currently achieving price premiums of 10-25%. The United States, 

along with a few key countries in Asia (China, Australia, India) and Europe (UK, Germany), account 

for three-quarters of the global wellness real estate market. 

Wellness Real Estate Market by Region, 2017 
Size of wellness real estate market

Source: Global Wellness Institute

______________________________
8 Global Wellness Institute analysis of global consumer expenditures data from Euromonitor International.

$46.8b

$31.7b

$54.8b

$0.4b

$0.5b

$0.1b

Latin America
-Caribbean Sub-Saharan Africa Middle East-North Africa

North America Europe Asia-Pacific

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018

Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate Market by Region, 2017
Size of wellness lifestyle real estate market
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Valued at $48 billion, the workplace wellness market is 
small in comparison to the massive economic burden and 
productivity losses associated with an unwell workforce 
and widespread worker disengagement.

GWI measures the size of the global workplace wellness industry by estimating the expenditures 
made by employers to improve employee wellness. These include a wide variety of services, 

products, and platforms, such as health screening assessments, diagnostic tests, incentive 

programs, wearable devices, counseling services, etc., and they serve a wide range of needs, from 

exercise, healthy eating, and sleep, to chronic illness, obesity, addiction, depression, and stress. 

GWI estimates that this market grew by 4.8% annually over the past two years to reach $47.5 

billion in 2017 (as compared to $43.3 billion in 2015). 

However, this market is very small when compared to the economic burden of an unwell workforce 

– a cost estimated by GWI at 10-15% of global economic output (factoring in the medical costs 

and productivity losses caused by chronic diseases, work-related stress, injuries and illnesses, 

and disengagement).9 Globally, less than 10% of the workforce benefits from workplace wellness 

initiatives, primarily those who live in the world’s wealthiest economies or work for large or 

multinational companies. The majority of workers around the world are more concerned with 

meeting basic needs, such as earning a living wage, job stability, workplace safety, and access to 

basic healthcare.

Access to Workplace Wellness in 2017 
Only 10% of the world’s workers have access to workplace wellness 

programs & services

Percent of employed workers in each region who have access to workplace wellness programs/services.
Source: Estimates by the Global Wellness Institute, based upon data from the International Labour Organization, World Bank, and 
Conduent/Buck Consultants. 

Access to Workplace Wellness in 2017
Only 10% of the world’s workers have access to 

workplace wellness programs & services

Estimates based upon data from the International Labour Organization, World Bank, and 
Conduent/Buck Consultants. Source: Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018
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Overall, the global market for workplace wellness is concentrated in the high-income countries in 

North America, Western Europe, and Asia. Together, the top twenty markets in workplace wellness 

account for nearly 84% of global spending. Much of this spending is motivated by employers’ desire 

to lower healthcare costs; improve morale, retention, and recruitment; and increase productivity 

and competitiveness. The United States remains by far the world’s largest market for workplace 

wellness expenditures, estimated at more than $15 billion in 2017. Since the healthcare burden is 

mostly borne by employers in the United States, U.S. companies have the strongest incentives to 

control escalating medical costs while also improving productivity. 

Workplace Wellness Market by Region, 2017
Employer expenditures on workplace wellness programs/services

Source: Global Wellness Institute.

9 Global Wellness Institute (2016). The Future of Wellness at Work.

$17b

$17.6b

$1.3b

$1.3b

$0.3b

Latin America
-Caribbean Sub-Saharan Africa Middle East-North Africa

North America Europe Asia-Pacific

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018

Workplace Wellness Market by Region, 2017
Employer expenditures on workplace wellness programs/services

$9.3b
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At $639 billion, wellness tourism is a significant and fast-
growing segment of global tourism. 

In the 2013 Wellness Tourism Economy inaugural study, GWI defined wellness tourism as travel 
associated with the pursuit of maintaining or enhancing one’s personal wellbeing and measured 

its global size for the first time. Fast-forward five years, wellness tourism is now recognized as 

a significant and fast-growing tourism segment. Globally, wellness tourism has expanded from 

$563.2 billion in 2015 to $639.4 billion in 2017. The sector’s 6.5% annual growth rate from 2015-

2017 is more than double the 3.2% growth rate for general tourism. Travelers made 830 million 

wellness trips in 2017, which is 139 million more than in 2015.

Wellness tourism creates opportunities for wellness businesses and other businesses. The 

expenditures of wellness travelers benefit all travel industry segments (see figure below). While 

some expenditures are made on wellness-focused activities (such as visiting a hot spring, getting 

a massage, or taking a meditation or fitness class), others are “generic” travel expenditures (such 

as transportation, food and lodging, shopping, etc.). As more consumers incorporate wellness 

into their lifestyles, there are many opportunities for all businesses to infuse wellness into their 

offerings and capture spending by wellness travelers.

Wellness Tourism Industry in 2017

Data combine both inbound/international and domestic wellness tourism spending, and also include both primary and secondary 
wellness trips.  

Source: Estimates by the Global Wellness Institute, based on tourism industry data from Euromonitor International.

Wellness Tourism Industry in 2017

In-Country 
Transport 
 $109.9b

Airlines, Rental Cars 
Public Transit,  
Trains, Taxis

Other Services 
$89.5b

Telecom, Insurance, 
Travel Agencies, 

Concierges

Generic Wellness-Specific

Hotels/Motels

Resorts

Campgrounds

Destination Spas

Health Resorts

Ashrams | Retreats

Restaurants

Bars

Snack Shops

Spa Cuisine

Healthy Cuisine

Organic Cuisine

Souvenirs | Gifts

Clothing | Art

Fitness Wear | Spa Products

Healthy Foods | Vitamins

Museums

Tours | Theater

Spas | Bathing | Fitness 

Meditation | Life Coaching

Lodging
$130.5b

Food & Beverage
$111.5b

Shopping
$98.3b

Activities & Excursions
$99.7b

Data combine both inbound/international and domestic wellness tourism spending, 
and also include both primary and secondary wellness trips.  Source: Estimates by the 
Global Wellness Institute, based on tourism industry data from Euromonitor International.
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The wellness tourism market includes two types of travelers: those who are motivated by wellness 

to take the trip or choose the destination (primary wellness travelers) and those who seek to 

maintain wellness or engage in wellness activities during travel (secondary wellness travelers). 
The bulk of wellness travel is done by secondary wellness travelers, who account for 89% 

of wellness tourism trips and 86% of expenditures in 2017. Wellness tourism is also high-yield 

tourism. GWI estimates that international wellness travelers spend at a 53% premium (over the 

average international tourist), while domestic wellness travelers spend at a 178% premium (over 

the average domestic tourist). 

The rapid growth of wellness tourism around the world has been stimulated by a rising global 

middle class, increasing consumer desire to adopt a wellness lifestyle, and a growing interest in 

experiential travel. Across the world, Europe remains the destination for the largest number of 

wellness trips. North America continues to lead in wellness tourism expenditures because average 

spending per trip is higher. In the past five years, Asia has made the most gains in the number of 

wellness trips and wellness tourism expenditures, with demand stimulated by strong economies 

and an expanding middle class. 

Wellness Tourism by Region, 2017
Number of wellness tourism trips and expenditures  

(inbound and domestic)

Source: Global Wellness Institute.

258m
Trips

204m
Trips

59m
Trips

11m
Trips

7m
Trips

Latin America
-Caribbean
$34.8b Expenditures

Sub-Saharan Africa
$4.8b Expenditures

Middle East-North Africa 
$10.7b Expenditures

North America
$241.7b Expenditures

Europe
$210.8b Expenditures

Asia-Pacific
$136.7b Expenditures

292m
Trips

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018

Wellness Tourism by Region, 2017
Number of wellness tourism trips and expenditures 

(inbound and domestic)
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The $119 billion spa economy has grown in number of 
facilities, revenues, and employment, driven by strong 
economic growth and rising consumer interest in wellness. 

Ten years ago, GWI unveiled The Global Spa Economy 2007 study, where we defined spas 

as establishments that promote wellness through the provision of therapeutic and other 
professional services aimed at renewing the body, mind, and spirit. In 2017, GWI estimates that 

the number of spas has grown to over 149,000, earning $93.6 billion in revenues and employing 

nearly 2.6 million workers. This represents 9.9% annual revenue growth, which is much higher than 

the pace observed in the previous two-year period. The main drivers of the spa industry are rising 

incomes, rapid growth of wellness tourism, and an increasing consumer propensity to spend on 

all things related to wellness. 

The broader spa economy encompasses not only spa facility revenues, but also sectors that support 

and enable spa businesses, including capital investment; consulting; training of spa therapists 

and education of managers; and associations, media, and events businesses that promote spas. 

In 2017, these related sectors added $25.2 billion to the spa facility revenues of $93.6 billion, to 

create a $118.8 billion global spa economy.

Spa Economy: $119 billion in 2017

Note: Figures may not sum to total due to rounding.   
Source: Global Wellness Institute

Spa Economy: $119 billion in 2017

Note: Figures may not sum to total due to rounding.  

Spa  
Facilities 

$94b

Spa Capital 
Investments 

$24b

Spa  
Education  

$1b

Spa Media,
Associations,

& Events 
$0.3b

Spa  
Consulting 

$0.1b

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018
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Asia-Pacific is home to the largest number of spas and also added the greatest number of new 

spas from 2015-2017. Europe led in total spa revenues in 2017. Across the world, the spa industry 

remains quite concentrated in the top markets. The top five countries (United States, China, 

Germany, Japan, and France) account for 48% of global revenues, while the top twenty countries 

represent 77% of the global market. However, the industry is becoming slightly more dispersed 

over time. In 2017, 18 countries had annual spa revenues exceeding $1 billion, and Indonesia and 

Australia each surpassed the $1b threshold for the first time. 

Spa Facilities by Region, 2017
Number of spas and spa facility revenues

Source: Global Wellness Institute.

48,679
Spas

46,282
Spas30,394

Spas

13,856
Spas

6,057
Spas

3,984
Spas

Latin America
-Caribbean
$6.6b Revenues

Sub-Saharan Africa
$1.6b Revenues

Middle East-North Africa
$2.8b Revenues

North America
$22.9b Revenues

Europe
$33.3b Revenues

Asia-Pacific
$26.5b Revenues

Spa Facilities by Region, 2017
Number of spas and spa facility revenues

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018
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The $56 billion thermal/mineral springs industry has 
continued its strong growth as consumers turn to water 
for relaxation, community, and healing. 

GWI defines the thermal/mineral springs industry as encompassing revenue-earning business 
establishments associated with the wellness, recreational, and therapeutic uses of waters with 
special properties. Consistent with that definition and previous methodologies, we estimate 

that there are 34,057 thermal/mineral springs establishments operating in 127 countries. These 

businesses earned $56.2 billion in revenues in 2017, and they employed an estimated 1.8 million 

workers. 

The majority of thermal/mineral establishments around the world are rustic and traditional bathing 

and swimming facilities. They target their local markets and charge relatively low admission fees. 

About a quarter of the establishments are higher-end, targeting tourists and offering value-added 

spa services. Those that offer spa services account for a much greater share of industry revenues 

(66%), and also experienced higher revenue growth (7.4% average annual growth versus 0.5% for 

those without spa services, over 2015-2017).

Thermal/Mineral Springs Industry in 2017

Note: The thermal/mineral springs revenue estimates include all revenues earned by these establishments, from bathing/
swimming offerings, spa/wellness services and other treatments, other recreational activities, food & beverage, lodging, and 
other services. See Appendix A for additional definitions and descriptions of categories.  

Source: Global Wellness Institute 

Thermal/Mineral Springs Industry in 2017

34.0%

66.0%

$56.2b

Thermal/
Mineral Springs

NO SPA SERVICES 

$19.1b
25,241
establishments

Thermal/
Mineral Springs
WITH SPA SERVICES 

$37.1b
8,816

establishments

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, January 2017

Note: The thermal/mineral springs revenue estimates include all revenues earned by these establishments, from bathing/swimming 
o­erings, spa/wellness services and other treatments, other recreational activities, food & beverage, lodging, and other services. See 
Appendix A for additional definitions and descriptions of categories. 
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The thermal/mineral springs industry is heavily concentrated in Asia-Pacific and Europe, reflecting 

the centuries-old history of water-based healing and relaxation in these two regions. Together, 

Asia-Pacific and Europe account for 95% of industry revenues and 94% of establishments. 

Thermal/mineral springs bathing experiences appeal to a growing segment of consumers who are 

seeking to connect with nature, experience cultural traditions, and pursue alternative modalities 

for healing, rehabilitation, and prevention. Responding to these trends, both private investors and 

governments across many countries are investing in the sector. In countries with long-established 

thermal bathing traditions, governments are increasingly promoting these as a key wellness 

tourism offering. They are investing in renovation and reopening of primitive, outdated, and closed-

down facilities, as well as upgrading service standards and training to meet the expectations of 

international tourists. 

Thermal/Mineral Springs by Region, 2017
Number of thermal/mineral springs establishments and revenues

Source: Global Wellness Institute.

25,916
Establishments

5,967
Establishments302

Establishments

1,406
Establishments

416
Establishments

50
Establishments

Latin America-
Caribbean
$1.6b Revenues

Sub-Saharan Africa
$0.08b Revenues

Middle East-North Africa
$0.4b Revenues

North America
$0.7b Revenues

Europe
$21.7b Revenues

Asia-Pacific
$31.6b Revenues

Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor, October 2018

Thermal/Mineral Springs by Region, 2017
Number of thermal/mineral springs establishments and revenues
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GWI predicts that the wellness economy will continue to 
grow at a healthy pace over the next five years and will 
expand its share of the global economy. 

Within a relatively short span of time, wellness as a holistic concept has become more broadly 

understood and adopted all around the world. And there is no sign that this movement is slowing 

down. For the next five years, GWI projects robust growth in the five wellness sectors we track in 

detail (see table below), based on our own data sources and estimation models. We also believe 

the three sectors that represent the three core spheres of life will have the strongest growth – 

wellness real estate, workplace wellness, and wellness tourism – while the other wellness sectors 

will continue to grow as they support the integration of a wellness lifestyle into all aspects of our 

daily lives. 

Wellness Sector Growth Projections, 2017-2022

Projected Market Size 
(US$ billions)

Projected 
Average Annual 

Growth Rate

2017 2022 2017-2022

Wellness Real Estate $134.3 $197.4 8.0%

Workplace Wellness $47.5 $65.6 6.7%

Wellness Tourism $639.4 $919.4 7.5%

Spa Facilities $93.6 $127.6 6.4%

Thermal/Mineral Springs $56.2 $77.1 6.5%

Source: Global Wellness Institute estimates, based upon economic and industry sector projections from the IMF, ILO, 
Euromonitor, and GWI’s data and projection model

However, an industry that focuses primarily on the 
wealthiest customers is addressing a limited market and 
may face a backlash. 

As the wellness economy grows, there is simultaneously a growing perception that most of the 

latest products, services, technologies, and innovations are catering to the wealthiest consumers. 

For the wealthy, there are now a plethora of options – superfoods, boutique studios, wellness 

resorts, alternative healing modalities, DNA testing, sleep aids, micro-procedures, injectable/

edible substances, gadgets, and more – to aid in their quest to feel good and be “forever young,” 

or better yet, immortal. Meanwhile, income inequality is rising across the world, and poor people 

are growing sicker and more depressed, and are dying younger than those who are more well off. 
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So, it is not surprising that global conversations about wellness mirror this bifurcation of wealth 

and wellbeing. On one end, there is an intense race to promote the latest, most exclusive, and 

sophisticated offerings to the wealthy, such as housing, vacations, technologies, experiences, 

lifestyles, and even life transformations. On the other end, there is a media ready to ridicule 

and vilify the latest wellness businesses, modalities, and innovations as yet another sign that 

the privileged “one-percenters” are narcissistic and out of touch with the rest of humanity. In a 

free market, it is a business’s prerogative to pursue whichever consumer markets and segments 

they consider promising and profitable. Collectively, however, the wellness market will not be 

healthy and sustainable if this polarization continues or worsens, possibly leading to a stagnant or 

shrinking customer base. 

Focusing on the “we” of wellness can be a winning value 
proposition for customers, employees, investors, and other 
stakeholders.

One consistent finding from our ten years of wellness economy research – from wellness tourism 

and workplace wellness to wellness communities and lifestyle real estate – is the evolution of 

wellness from a personal aspiration to an emerging value system that recognizes our connection 

to the collective. Our individual health and wellbeing are inextricably linked to the wellbeing 

of other people, our communities, and the planet. We cannot be truly well if we confine our 

existence to a personal wellness bubble. For wellness economy businesses, this means more than 

philanthropy or corporate social responsibility. In the marketplace, customers increasingly make 

decisions based on emotions and their value systems: Does the brand story resonate with what 

I care about? What are the environmental and social consequences of my purchase? A company 

whose true compass is wellbeing for all delivers a much more powerful emotional story that will 

appeal to this growing segment of consumers. 

At the same time, widespread disengagement has left a vast majority of the global workforce 

feeling disaffected, unmotivated, and unhappy at work – threatening business competitiveness 

and success. Research has shown that our discretionary efforts are tied to our intrinsic motivations, 

which, in turn, are driven by a sense of purpose, autonomy, personal growth, and teamwork. This is 

reinforced by findings from an expanding field of happiness research: We are much more likely to 

feel happy and fulfilled when we give, help others, contribute to something larger than ourselves, 

and feel that the world is fair. Companies whose mission is to bring wellness to the people who 

need it the most – rather than targeting the privileged few – will offer a more compelling case for 

their teams to infuse their daily work with meaning and purpose. Ultimately, it is the creativity, 

passion, energy, and commitment of motivated people that will deliver for customers, business 

owners, and investors. 
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Global Wellness Economy Highlights (2017)

Wellness Real Estate
Wellness Real Estate Market:  
$134.3 billion (6.4% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate (Residential) Project Pipeline:  
over 740 projects in 34 countries

Workplace Wellness
Number of Workers with Access to  
Workplace Wellness Programs & Services:  
321.7 million (9.8% of employed workers) 

Expenditures on Workplace Wellness:  
$47.5 billion (4.8% CAGR from 2015-2017)

Wellness Tourism
Number of Wellness Trips:  
830.0 million (9.6% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Wellness Tourism Expenditures:  
$639.4 billion (6.5% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Average Expenditure per Trip:  
$1,528 for intl./inbound (53% premium);  
$609 for domestic (178% premium)

Spas
Number of Spas:  
149,252 (10.8% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Spa Revenues:  
$93.6 billion (9.9% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Spa Employment:  
2,594,507 (9.8% CAGR from 2015-2017)

Thermal/Mineral Springs
Number of Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishments:  
34,057 (11.3% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishment Revenues:  
$56.2 billion (4.9% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishment Employment:  
1,772,775 (13.1% CAGR from 2015-2017)
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Latin America-Caribbean Highlights (2017)

Wellness Real Estate
Wellness Real Estate Market:  
$0.4 billion (2.1% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate (Residential) Project Pipeline:  
12 projects

Workplace Wellness
Number of Workers with Access to  
Workplace Wellness Programs & Services:  
14.3 million (5.0% of employed workers) 

Expenditures on Workplace Wellness:  
$1.3 billion (3.4% CAGR from 2015-2017)

Wellness Tourism
Number of Wellness Trips:  
59.1 million (12.4% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Wellness Tourism Expenditures:  
$34.8 billion (7.0% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Average Expenditure per Trip:  
$1,067 for intl./inbound (31% premium); 
$380 for domestic (26% premium)

Spas
Number of Spas:  
13,856 (16.2% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Spa Revenues:  
$6.6 billion (15.9% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Spa Employment:  
215,898 (14.4% CAGR from 2015-2017)

Thermal/Mineral Springs
Number of Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishments:  
1,406 (10.7% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishment Revenues:  
$1.6 billion (15.4% CAGR from 2015-2017) 

Thermal/Mineral Springs Establishment Employment:  
57,576 (15.0% CAGR from 2015-2017)
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Top Five Wellness Real Estate Markets  
in Latin America-Caribbean, 2017 

Market Size 
(US$ millions)

Mexico $290.3

Brazil $38.0

Costa Rica $16.6

Argentina $12.3

Chile $7.6

Source: Global Wellness Institute

Top Ten Workplace Wellness Markets  
in Latin America-Caribbean, 2017

# of Workers Covered 
(millions)

Expenditures 
(US$ millions)

Brazil 4.0 $341.5

Mexico 2.4 $223.8

Argentina 1.3 $114.1

Colombia 1.0 $89.3

Peru 1.0 $87.4

Venezuela 0.9 $71.4

Chile 0.6 $54.9

Ecuador 0.4 $33.4

Guatemala 0.4 $30.9

Costa Rica 0.3 $30.7

Source: Global Wellness Institute

Top Ten Wellness Tourism Markets  
in Latin America-Caribbean, 2017

Number of Trips 
(millions)

Receipts/Expenditures 
(US$ millions)

Mexico 18.7 $12,845.0

Brazil 10.5 $4,068.9

Chile 7.9 $2,223.5

Argentina 4.3 $2,112.4

Dominican Republic 1.0 $1,352.6

Costa Rica 1.0 $1,350.0

Peru 2.3 $1,262.9

Ecuador 1.0 $1,059.6

Colombia 1.9 $984.9

Jamaica 0.7 $739.0
Note: These figures combine both international/inbound and domestic wellness tourism spending, and also include both 
primary and secondary wellness trips. Source: Global Wellness Institute
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Top Ten Spa Markets  
in Latin America-Caribbean, 2017

Number of Spas Spa Revenues 
(US$ millions)

Spa Employment

Mexico 3,837 $1,772.8 61,718

Brazil 2,211 $813.2 31,043

Argentina 2,413 $778.7 31,092

Costa Rica 357 $398.8 9,491

Colombia 829 $332.6 12,800

Chile 517 $240.1 7,412

Peru 328 $219.5 5,949

Ecuador 288 $213.8 5,465

Dominican Republic 311 $162.0 4,899

Uruguay 169 $134.5 2,781

Source: Global Wellness Institute

Top Ten Thermal/Mineral Springs Markets  
in Latin America-Caribbean, 2017

Number of  
Establishments

Revenues 
(US$ millions)

Brazil 207 $718.0

Argentina 179 $251.3

Mexico 587 $216.0

Costa Rica 45 $140.2

Chile 78 $87.1

Uruguay 32 $68.4

Peru 44 $39.8

Ecuador 50 $22.8

Colombia 52 $21.1

Guatemala 18 $8.3
Source: Global Wellness Institute
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Latin America-Caribbean Developments
 
Wellness Lifestyle Real Estate

•	 The wellness lifestyle real estate market is nascent in Latin America. There are a handful of 

resort-based wellness living projects in Mexico and Costa Rica (mostly still in the development 

phase). In Bogota, Colombia, former mayor Enrique Peñalosa has been widely lauded for his 

efforts to transform the city’s infrastructure and policy environment to make residents happier. 

In response to rapid urbanization and sprawl, there is also growing attention on healthy built 

environments at the public policy and research level in countries across the continent.

 
Workplace Wellness

•	 Workplace wellness is not a common concept in Latin America and the Caribbean – typically 

extending only to those working for large or multinational corporations in countries such as 

Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and Mexico – and programs are much less robust than those offered 

by comparably sized companies in the United States and Europe. A significant number of 

employers continue to view workplace wellness as synonymous with medical insurance and 

sick leave; however, a recent study by MetLife suggested a growing level of interest among 

employers in offering wellness benefits as part of their recruitment and staff retention strategy, 

as well as to reign in rising health insurance costs.45 Meanwhile, the wellness priorities for workers 

in the agricultural, manufacturing, and informal sectors across Latin America are mainly in the 

spheres of working conditions and fair labor practices. 

 
Wellness Tourism

•	 There is strong momentum to develop wellness tourism in Latin America and the Caribbean 

based on the region’s diverse natural and cultural assets, alongside the motivations of key 

visitor segments: rest and relaxation; experiencing nature, biodiversity, adventure, active 

vacations, and ecotourism; and beauty and medical tourism. Many countries are discovering 

the potential of promoting thermal/mineral springs in conjunction with wellness tourism. 

Overall, we observe destinations adopting different strategies and positioning based on their 

unique assets and advantages. Caribbean tourism and destination marketing organizations are 

working to promote the region as a wellness destination by adopting spa facility standards, 

training personnel, and creating a wellness tourism identity. Nonetheless, the promotion of 

wellness tourism in the region will continue to be affected by various natural and human-made 

events and issues, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, safety, and travel warnings. 

•	 To appeal to visitors who are already familiar with spas and R&R offerings, many destinations 

(e.g., Mexico and several Caribbean countries) are upgrading their spas and reorienting their 

programming and positioning from luxury and pampering to active lifestyle and holistic 

wellness. These initiatives include building new wellness resorts/retreats, as well as developing 

rigorous programs and offerings of holistic wellness that focus on prevention and human 

performance, integrative medicine, and indigenous healing modalities. 
______________________________ 
45 MetLife (2013). Latin America Employee Benefits Trends Study, https://benefittrends.metlife.com/global-

perspectives/a-latin-american-perspective/.
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•	 In countries with advanced medical and esthetic markets, the promotion of wellness tourism 

often builds off of strengths in beauty enhancement treatments (e.g., Argentina, Brazil), 

strong medicine and surgery sectors (e.g., Mexico, Cuba, Colombia), and the therapeutic 

properties of thermal/mineral waters (e.g., Ecuador). These nations’ clinics and hospitals are 

partnering with resorts and hotels to create facilities that have the same attributes as U.S. 

medical spas.

•	 Countries such as Costa Rica and Belize are well-established eco-tourism destinations that 

have pioneered concepts such as jungle/eco-spas. Visitors who are interested in nature and 

biodiversity are already taking advantage of offerings such as coffee scrubs and volcanic 

mud wraps, or doing yoga and meditation retreats against a backdrop of pristine nature and 

diverse wildlife. Costa Rica has the ambition of branding its country as not only a wellness 

destination, but as a country of wellness, with special attention to the wellbeing of the people 

and the protection of its natural environment and cultural heritage. It has recently expanded 

its national promotional slogan from “Pura Vida” to “Wellness Pura Vida,” and it is working 

on a long-term strategy to develop seven areas of the country around their unique wellness 

tourism assets.

 
Spas

•	 The spa market in Latin American and the Caribbean is robust, reflecting strong tourism 

arrivals, steady economic growth, and rising interest in wellness among both residents and 

visitors. Hotel and resort developments have been especially strong in popular destinations 

(e.g., Mexico, Costa Rica, Colombia, Brazil, Belize, St. Kitts, etc.), and spas are nearly ubiquitous, 

as guests have come to expect spa services in resorts and city hotels alike. Many resort hotels 

are transforming their spas and expanding their offerings to meet the growing demand for 

more holistic wellness services, therapies, and programming that target prevention rather than 

pampering (e.g., hydrotherapy, circuit training, tai chi, meditation, etc.). Some are drawing 

inspiration from indigenous healing modalities (e.g., Mexican sweat lodges or temazcals) to 

create new experiences for guests interested in authenticity and local cultures.

•	 The region’s spa sector has a strong association with beauty and slimming. Beyond spas 

catering to tourists, there is a robust market for esthetic and body treatments for a growing 

middle class, marked by the arrival of chains/franchises and the proliferation of massage clinics 

and esthetic salons in major urban areas (especially in Mexico and Brazil). Product companies 

are leveraging the region’s biodiversity and local ingredients to create treatments tailored 

to specific health, wellness, beauty, and anti-aging needs. In particular, Jamaica, Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica, and Mexico are encouraging the promotion of locally made skincare products and 

native-based treatments in their spa industry. 

 
Thermal/Mineral Springs

•	 Latin America and the Caribbean hosts extensive thermal/mineral water resources that extend 

from the Sierra Madre mountains in Central America to the Guaraní Aquifer in the Southern 

Cone. The region’s rich natural offerings (biodiversity, beaches/coastlines, jungles and forests, 

wildlife, etc.), combined with its history and culture, offers tremendous opportunities for 

differentiation and unique positioning. However, today most facilities are traditional/rustic 
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bathing and swimming establishments (e.g., balnearios and baños termales) or modern/

themed waterparks primarily used by residents and regional tourists for recreation. Countries 

in the region are in various stages of development to exploit new opportunities in this sector.

•	 Brazil has the largest and most developed thermal tourism sector in the region, with several 

major spa towns/regions hosting dozens of large-scale recreational resorts and waterparks. 

There are many major investments and new projects in the pipeline. In the Olimpia region, 

the $29 million Hot Beach waterpark and resort opened in 2017. The Foz de Ignaçu region is 

investing heavily in its facilities, including development of the new Foz de Ignaçu Blue Park 

(the world’s largest artificial thermal beach when completed, and inspired by Orlando theme 

parks) and a $242 million expansion of its flagship Itaipuland thermal park (adding 2,500 

timeshare apartments and an entertainment/hospitality complex). Other major developments 

include the Gramado Termas Resort (Brazil’s first indoor thermal waterpark, with timeshare 

apartments), as well as new ancillary attractions in the Rio Quente Hot Park (rafting, archery, 

zipline, and a 1,200-person concert/event center). 

•	 Nicaragua, Ecuador, and Colombia have recently begun to explore and develop their 

natural springs, through site surveys and inventories, feasibility studies, and private-public 

partnerships. Other countries such as Jamaica and Mexico have made aggressive investments 

to upgrade hospitality infrastructure and complementary wellness services around the springs 

in order to target international tourists. In Argentina, where thermal springs are promoted by 

many provinces but lacking in basic tourism infrastructure, the government is conducting 

assessments to determine how to standardize and improve quality and services. The Uruguayan 

government has made the thermal sector a major tourism development priority, investing in 

a cluster of six hot springs on its western coast and opening a new 4-star resort, Salinas del 

Almiron in 2016. Costa Rica, with its well-developed eco/nature tourism clientele, is working 

to heighten the quality and diversity of its offerings with new investments in hot spring parks 

and hotels. 

•	 Some countries focus on the therapeutic benefits of thermal springs as a healthcare and 

medical tourism resource. The Chilean government, for example, subsidizes older citizens 

to visit hot springs for rest and recuperation. Guatemala has many medical thermal spas 

and medical centers that offer rehabilitation, nutrition services as well as yoga. Its tourism 

promotion emphasizes the use of hot spring and mineral treatments in combination with the 

latest medical technology. Similarly, Cuba emphasizes the medicinal properties of its historic 

thermal/mineral springs and baths as it promotes itself as a medical travel destination. 
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To download the full  
Global Wellness Economy Monitor report, visit:  

globalwellnessinstitute.org
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