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Living the Highlife 
Watkins Manufacturing debuts 
completely redesigned tub line
BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER

WATKINS MANUFACTURING does a significant refresh of its products 
every eight to 10 years. Mike Dunn, executive vice president, says 
because it had been awhile since the last redesign, timing was a factor, 
but that the driving force was a desire to set a new standard for the 
future of the hot tub industry.

“We believed it was time for somebody to bring a product that is 
different and drive what the next generation of hot tubs look like,” 
Dunn says. “We believe that’s one of our roles. There’s an opportunity 
to generate more demand and create more buyers for hot tubs, not 
only for ours, but for hot tubs in general.”

The first new Highlife model was available to dealers at the beginning 
of March, with the last of the 11 released in mid-June. “We are getting 
a lot of great feedback from our customers,” says Michelle Couturier, 
sales manager for Mainely Tubs in Scarborough, Maine, who antici-
pates trade-ins will be at an all-time high this year. “The question we 
are hearing most is, ‘Why didn’t you have this when we bought?’”

Josh Kemerling, general manager for Georgia Spa Company, 
recently had a customer looking at the new Highlife Envoy in its 
Buford showroom. When comparing it to the 2013 Aria, the customer 
expressed that Watkins didn’t hold anything back when redesigning 
these hot tubs. Kemerling was equally taken aback: “I was pleased 
with the 2013 Highlife Collection, but after seeing the 2014 designs, 
I’m just blown away,” he says. “Seeing a 2014 Vanguard next to a 

2013 Vanguard is amazing. There 
is nothing they did not change.”

The process began in late 
2012. The Watkins design team 
is cross-functional, consisting of 
people from sales, marketing, 
executive management, finance, 
engineering and operations, all 
contributing their expertise to  
the success of a redesign. In  
addition to the Watkins team, the company contracted 
with BMW Group DesignworksUSA. “Between BMW 
and our engineering team, they did a fabulous job,” 
Dunn says.

Each aspect of a redesign becomes a project of its own 
and, since the Highlife redesign was a complete overhaul, 
there were several projects to manage. Each of the 11 
models was a project, with subprojects for the shells,  
cabinetry, fittings, levers, jet fittings and so forth. “You 
can imagine the breadth of what went on here,” Dunn says.

Among the most notable changes are the new 
shell designs. “I like the new color palette quite a bit,” 
says Don Riling, vice president of Olympic Hot Tub 
Company in Seattle. “And they’ve been really well 
received by consumers. I haven’t heard anything  
negative about one color yet, which is terrific because 
a lot of times there’s a least one or two that they’re not 
wild about.”

Riling also mentions the new fittings make the  
previously overlooked jet settings and other elements 
more noticeable. “They seem to be fascinated by the 
design of the Moto-Massage,” Riling says. “Hot Spring 
has had the Moto-Massage for 30 years, and for it to 
actually get so much attention when people walk up to  
it — simply because of the way they designed the  
faceplate — has been fun to watch.”

In addition to the design elements, Watkins intro-
duced a touchscreen control panel with the Highlife 
NXT models. It’s designed to be intuitive and easy to 
operate, with graphic display icons and the shallow, 
menu-driven functionality of a smartphone. The control 
panel can also be removed from its dock and used 
remotely by anyone no matter where they sit in the tub. 

“I’ve seen nothing like it in our industry,” Dunn says. 
“I’ve been in the hot tub business for 35 years…and we 
have created what I think are some of the most beautiful 
spas I’ve ever seen. I would say that whether I worked 
here or not.” n

For questions or to comment on this article please contact editorial@bigfishpublications.com.

HOT TUBS

HIGHLIFE MODELS
Grandee
Envoy
Aria
Vanguard
Sovereign
Prodigy
Jetsetter
Triumph

HIGHLIFE NXT 
MODELS
Grandee NXT
Envoy NXT
Jetsetter NXT

HIGHLIFE REDESIGN
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Loss Prevention, Part 2: 
Addressing Theft
Ways to prevent and reduce internal 
and external theft
BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER

WHEN IMPLEMENTING a loss-prevention strategy, efforts should go 
beyond streamlining the intake and inventory process. While that 
may address many of your loss problems, there is still the threat of 
theft, especially if you have a showroom that displays smaller items 
such as testing strips.

Keith Aubele, president and CEO of Retail Loss Prevention 
Group in Bentonville, Ark., owns a spa and the bottles of test strips 
he uses cost approximately $12 each. “If I was a thief walking into 
your spa location, I would be targeting the small, consumable items 
such as that,” he says. “I could take five or six of them and it would 
get me through half the year.” But that’s upwards of $50 in loss to a 
retailer. “Their margin takes a tremendous hit because now they have 
to sell, theoretically, 30 to 40 of those containers for the six that I 
stole, just to break even.”

Theft occurs in two forms, and you’ll need to address both in 
your loss-prevention strategy.

INTERNAL/EMPLOYEE THEFT
Dan Sjoblom, director of marketing for Bullfrog Spas, recognizes  
that employee theft is a reality. “We have a great culture of trust  
and honesty here, but we are also a fairly large business with a lot  
of employees,” he says. “We would be naïve to think that we don’t 
experience some theft.” 

Mark Doyle, president of Jack L. Hayes International, an  
inventory shrinkage control and loss prevention consulting firm  
based in Wesley Chapel, Fla., recommends several strategies for 
reducing employee theft. He acknowledges that some of these 
approaches will require an investment, but that it’s worth the  
resulting savings, reduced employee turnover and inventory loss.

EXTERNAL THEFT/SHOPLIFTING
According to Aubele, when a customer walks into your store, they’re 
either a positive customer or a negative customer, intent on buying 
whatever they came in to buy, or intent on taking what they came to 
take. “You have to structure a message in a loss-prevention strategy 
that speaks to both of those people,” he says.

When the positive customer walks in, you want him or her to 
get the message that you’re taking every precaution to keep prices 
down. This is accomplished through security cameras and signs that 

acknowledge the surveillance. You might also include a 
monitor that shows the customers in the showroom and 
ensures their protection if something does happen. 

These things also convey a message to the negative 
customer. A thief sees the public view monitor and is 
concerned by a surveillance system that’s probably  
recording. He sees signs near the test strips that say that 
area is under a watchful eye. These elements will likely 
cause a thief to leave immediately. “Same platform, two 
different messages,” Aubele says. “That’s the magic bullet.”

Preventing theft, whether by employees or customers, 
is important in keeping costs down and maintaining  
your competitive advantage. “It’s the market that  
determines the price of our products,” Sjoblom says.  
“If we experience loss, we can try to make it up with 
higher prices, but the market likely won’t bear that. And 
if it does, we’d rather realize that improved margin than 
see the difference walk out the door.”

In the next issue, we’ll look at software and services 
that will help you implement a successful loss-prevention 
strategy for your business. n

For questions or to comment on this article please contact editorial@bigfishpublications.com.

OPERATIONS

PREVENTING INTERNAL THEFT
Doyle recommends the following strategies for reducing 
employee theft:
• Effective Pre-Employment Screening Process: 
 Include reference checks, criminal background checks, 
 honesty tests and drug tests.
• Sales Verifications: Have management conduct 
 daily sales verifications to prevent “discounts” or 
 breaks given to employees’ friends and family.
• Refund Verification: Require a second employee to 
 witness and verify refunds/voids.
• Control Access: Have an alarm system and don’t 
 share the codes. Always have two employees open 
 and close the store, lock and monitor dumpsters, locks 
 on all doors, etc.
• Bag Checks: Make it policy to check bags any time 
 an employee exits the building.
• Training: Train employees in loss prevention and 
 implement a reward program for those who report dis
 honest activity.

PREVENTING EXTERNAL THEFT
Doyle recommends the following for external loss  
prevention in addition to video surveillance and signage:
• Quality Customer Service: Shoplifters need privacy,  
 so take that away by checking in with customers fre-
quently and letting them know you’re watching.
• Train Employees: Teach them what to look for in 
shoplifters and how to respond when they suspect someone.
• Inventory Awareness: Keep displays tidy so missing 
items are noticeable. Keep high value items in line of 
sight, and limit the number of items on the sales floor.



IT TAKES COMPLETE DEDICATION TO MOVE A SWIM SPA OFF 
THE SHOWROOM FLOOR – IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR INSTANT 
GRATIFICATION, THIS MAY NOT BE THE PRODUCT FOR YOU.
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Photo: All About Spas & Leisure Living in Roswell, N.M., delivers a swim spa.
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WHEN CHRISTIAN RYAN, owner of Premium Wholesale Home & Leisure in Ontario, 
Canada, decided to start selling swim spas eight years ago, he put three of them on his show-
room floor. He figured that, once people came in and saw them, they would just start selling. 

IT TOOK HIM ALMOST A YEAR TO MOVE THE FIRST ONE.
“I think that if we had just bought one, we would have said forget it,” Ryan says. But they 
had to keep working to sell the other two investments. “The next one came easier and, once 
we started advertising them, we started to gain some traction.” Now swim spas are a vital 
part of Premium Wholesale’s business, making up approximately 20 percent of annual sales.

RYAN LEARNED A VITAL LESSON IN THOSE FIRST COUPLE OF YEARS 
SELLING SWIM SPAS: THEY’RE A PRODUCT YOU MUST DEDICATE 
ATTENTION TO, COMMITTING TO THE SALE FROM START TO FINISH.

BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER
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KNOW WHAT YOU’RE GETTING INTO 
Beyond the initial investment, a commitment to selling swim 
spas begins with fully understanding what goes into offering 
them. The sales process alone is far lengthier than a regular hot 
tub’s, requiring more communication with the customer to seal 
the deal. 

Because a swim spa is a bigger purchase than a hot tub, 
both in square footage and in dollars, it takes more consideration, 
says Debi Bonds, vice president of All About Spas & Leisure 
Living in Roswell, N.M. “They usually have to spend a little 
time deciding if they can justify the price,” Bonds explains. 
“The finances need to be worked out in their mind, whether 
they can afford to pay for it or need to finance it.”

Determining the installation process is also a time-consuming 
aspect of the sale. Even after a customer commits to purchase, 
it’s not like the ease of sitting a hot tub on a pre-existing patio. 
Swim spas not only require new concrete — or digging if it is 
to be placed in the ground — but electrical installation as well. 
You also need to use a crane to place the swim spa into the 
backyard. All of this requires time to determine where the  
swim spa will best fit, and working with contractors and their 
schedules. Sometimes this equates to months.

“Most hot tub stores are looking for quick, impulse  
opportunity — instant gratification on the sales process,” 
says Joseph Stone, owner of Swim Fitness in Sacramento and 
Manteca, Calif., where he estimates that 95 percent of his 
annual sales are from swim spas. “The time commitment is key. 
A swim spa operation must be designed to adapt to the months 
it may take to get closure on a deal. Not always, but at least be 
in a position for a year or more.”

ADVERTISE, ADVERTISE, ADVERTISE
If you want swim spas to be a part of your business, you’ve  
got to get the word out about what you’re offering. Depending 
on customers to just walk in the door and make an impulse 
purchase is not going to sell a swim spa.

First, know your target market. “We find that a swim spa 
customer is usually older than the average hot tub customer, 
and they usually have a higher family income,” Bonds says. 
Most who walk in the door are already prepared to buy a swim 
spa; they just need help determining which one will best fit 
their needs.

And those in the market for a swim spa have needs aplenty. 
“I think a lot of them understand that it’s the last hope of being 
able to accomplish their goals,” says John Trzcinka, president of 
Dimension One Spas of San Diego. “They either have physical 
maladies like fibromyalgia or arthritis, or they’ve just not had 
success losing weight and getting fit through other modes of 

exercise.” As such, most swim spa customers have already done 
research before stepping foot on the showroom floor.

The key is getting them to come to you, and that’s where 
the advertising comes in. Once Ryan realized ads were a necessity 
to move swim spas, he started using Google Adwords. For sales 
events, they would put flyers in the newspaper that used the 
slogan Swim in your backyard all year long. “We now do a lot 
of tent sales and bring them to home show events,” Ryan says. 
“We get a lot of interest from those events and Google.”

STAYING CONNECTED WITH YOUR CUSTOMER
Once you get customers in the door, you have to walk them 
through the entire sales process. You need to check in with  
customers from the moment they enter your store to the 
moment the last nail is driven into their custom pergola over the 
swim spa.

Even the presentation 
for a swim spa is longer. 
Trzcinka recommends all  
of his potential swim spa 
customers do a wet test, 
which can take up to 45 minutes. Bonds sees positive results 
from wet tests, too: “Most swim spa customers want to try 
them out first, and our closure rate is much higher with the 
customers who will bring their suits and jump in,” she says.

Ali Reynolds, co-founder and sales manager for The Get 
Smart Group, a San Francisco–based marketing consulting 
firm, worked for Joseph Stone at Swim Fitness for a year selling 
swim spas. Stone lost a salesperson around the time he hired 
The Get Smart Group to help with his swim spa advertising 
utilizing a program called Infusionsoft. They both thought  
having Reynolds on board to experience the sales process  
firsthand would benefit everyone.

“During the course of the year that I was working for him, 
I wrote all of the follow-up copy for the swim spa campaigns 
for his system, which became the basis for the 20 systems we’ve 
since built for other dealers,” Reynolds says. As she learned  
the sales process, she developed a follow-up strategy that  
maintained communication with the customer and guided  
the sale from contract to installation.

“I had an epiphany at one point because there were so 
many email follow-ups and phone calls that we had to make,” 
Reynolds says. “I realized if I tell them what the process is — 
guide them through the questions they need to answer to make 
a decision — it went from a six-month sales cycle to a month 
or two.”

The Infusionsoft program, a customer-relation management 
tool, takes care of this process for you. Potential customers fill 

For more information on the 
Infusionsoft program offered by
The Get Smart Group, visit 
sellmoreswimspas.com.

COMMITTMENT TO SELLING SWIM SPAS
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out a contact form on your website, which helps determine the 
customer’s level of interest in the swim spa. That information 
goes into the CRM automatically.

The CRM then starts sending personalized follow-up emails 
to these potential customers until they call for an appointment 
(or request to stop receiving correspondence). These emails  
contain everything a customer needs to know about buying a 
swim spa. “It takes the administrative load off your staff because 
none of us have time to email all those leads all of the various 
questions, call them, manage the customers we have and  
continue the operations of our business,” Reynolds says.

Although this is an automatic system, each email is personalized, 
providing the customer-service experience you want to offer but 
don’t often have the time for. “The customer experience is extremely 
important, and with the customer spending upwards of $50,000 in 
some cases, they expect to be taken great care of,” Stone says.

IT TAKES PASSION
Believing in the lifelong benefits of swim spas is crucial. After all, 
you can’t make the commitment necessary to sell them if you 
aren’t excited about them in the first place. Trzcinka began  
selling swim spas in 2008 after observing how few spa dealers  
put much effort into the category. “I was really passionate about 
seeing if I can make a difference,” he says. While hot tubs  

contribute to about 75  
percent of his annual sales, 
swim spas are his main  
motivator. He even has one 
in his own backyard.

“You’ve got to be willing 
to learn and be open-minded 
— but most of all, to be suc-
cessful, you have to be pas-
sionate about it,” Trzcinka 
says. “If you’re not passionate 
about the people you work 
with in this part of the business, 
then it’s not worth doing. 
Don’t waste your time  
putting a token swim spa on 
your showroom floor and 
saying you’re in the swim spa 
business.” You need to have a 
strategy in place, know who 
your target market is and 
market toward them. To be 
a successful swim spa dealer, 
you have to be all in. n

TIPS FROM EXPERIENCED 
SWIM SPA DEALERS:
SPACE: Make sure you have the 
space on your showroom floor 
to display one, but preferably 
two, swim spa models.
ADVERTISE: Commit to an  
ongoing advertising campaign 
to generate interest and attract 
potential customers.
GET SERIOUS: Provide outstanding 
customer service. Customers 
investing upwards of $50,000 
expect to be taken care of.
EXPERIENCE: Provide wet tests for 
customers, which can often seal 
the deal.
SUPPORT: Find a manufacturer 
that really believes in its swim 
spas, and will help train and 
guide you through selling them.
BELIEVE: Don’t bother selling 
them if you’re not passionate 
about them.

SURVEY RESULTS
WE ASKED HOT TUB RETAILERS TO TELL US 
ABOUT THEIR STORE’S SWIM SPA SALES
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AVERAGE NUMBER OF SWIM SPA 
UNITS SOLD PER YEAR

0-1

2-4

5-7

11+
8-10

AVERAGE SWIM SPA REVENUE PER YEAR

50%
$0 - $15,000

30%
$15,000 - $75,000

15%
$76,000 - $275,000

5%
$275,000+

CHECK OUR FACEBOOK AND TWITTER 
FEEDS TO SEE MORE SURVEY RESULTS:

FACEBOOK.COM/SPARETAILER
TWITTER.COM/SPARETAILER


