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WORK STRESS AMONG SPA THERPISTS IN THE CAPITALIST LABOR
PROCESS AND ORGANIZATION MANAGEMENT

SUTHEELAK LADPALA 4836976 SHMS/M
M.A. (MEDICAL AND HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCES)

THESIS ADVISORS: SUPHOT DENDUANG, Ph.D. (Health Sociology),
CHOKCHAI SUTTHAWET, Ph.D. (Public Administration),
NARTRUEDEE DENDUANG, M.A. (Medical and Health Social Sciences)

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this qualitative study was to study the cause and
characteristics of work stress of SPA therapists with special emphasis on the capitalist
labor process and capitalist social organization and management. Ten high stress SPA
therapists in-depth interviews and participate-observation were undertaken in
Chiangmai province over 5 months.

The SPA therapists experienced five types of work stress: labor process
alienation, colleague alienation, human alienation, physical and mental illness and
emotional labor. Furthermore, the work stress can be divided into two patterns: work
stress that consists of all five work stress dimensions, and work stress that consists of
three or four work stress dimensions.  The latter includes labor process alienation,
colleague alienation, emotional labor and human alienation or physical and mental
illness.

Work stress is related to the capitalist labor process and capitalist social
organization and management. The capitalist labor process of SPA therapists includes
long and uncertain working time, low wages, and work outside job descriptions. The
capitalist organization and management is composed of the bureaucratic and scientific
control and management. It includes controlling skill, separation of knowledge from
therapists, imposing strict regulations and double standards, hierarchical organization,
and official business conducted on the basis of written documents.

KEY WORDS: WORK STRESS / CAPITALIST LABOR PROCESS /
SPA THERAPIST

187 pp.
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WORK STRESS AMONG SPA THERPISTS IN THE CAPITALIST LABOR
PROCESS AND ORGANIZATION MANAGEMENT

SUTHEELAK LADPALA 4836976 SHMS/M
M.A. (MEDICAL AND HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCES)

THESIS ADVISORS: SUPHOT DENDUANG, Ph.D. (Health Sociology),
CHOKCHAI SUTTHAWET, Ph.D. (Public Administration),
NARTRUEDEE DENDUANG M.A. (Medical and Health Social Sciences)

EXTENDED SUMMARY

Significance of the problem

Work stress occurs to all working people, including SPA therapists.
Although the work stress among SPA therapists has not been not seriously surveyed
since it is a new occupation, studies on a similar job, which is beauty therapists,
experiences of working with SPA therapists, and the researcher’s preliminary surveys
show that work stress among SPA therapists really exists.

Work stress has multiple impacts on people, e.g. their health conditions. If
they cannot cope with it, it may have severe effects on them. For example, it may
cause them to commit suicide and affect people around them and their family,
organization, and society negatively.

The research on SPA therapists’ work stress is worthwhile since it deals with
something that really exists, which has immense impacts. The literature review
concerning SPA therapists’ work stress shows that there have been no studies on this
matter and that there is neither applying of other fields of social sciences other than
psychology to the research nor linking the work stress with the capitalist labor process
and organization management. Therefore, there should be a research study of work
stress among SPA therapists in the capitalist labor process and organization

management.
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Research questions

1. What are the causes of the work stress among SPA therapists?

Objectives of the study

1. To study the characteristics of work stress among SPA therapists.

2. To study the characteristics of the capitalist labor process in term of
labor force, emotional labor, service methods, material elements of services of SPA
therapists, and bureaucratic and scientific control and management in SPAs.

3. To study the relationship between the work stress among SPA therapists
in terms of labor force, emotional labor, service methods, material elements of
services of SPA therapists, and bureaucratic and scientific control and management in
SPAs.

Expected benefits

1. To reveal the problem of work stress among SPA therapists and its

causes to assist in the formulation of policies related at organizational
and governmental level.

2. To serve the information to empower SPA therapists so that they are

aware of their rights and can keep themselves away from work stress

3. To serve as a basis of the research on labors’ health based on social

science dimensions.

Research framework

The study is on the basis of the theories of political economy concerning the
capitalist labor process and organization management according to the concept that
SPAs adopt the capitalist production system with the capitalist organization
management, which is the bureaucratic and scientific control and management, for
determining the capitalist labor process, involving labor force, service methods, and
material elements of services. This process affects working methods of labors,
including their direct practices toward clients and other practices according to the

SPAs’ regulations and generates their work stress.
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Research methodology

This is qualitative research aimed at exploring the causes of SPA therapists’
work stress and the relations among labor process, organizational management, and
work stress. In-depth interviews were conducted with ten high stress SPA therapists.
To screen them, Suanprung Stress Test was employed in conjunction with their self-
assessment, assessment from colleagues, and data revealing their work stress. The
samples were those working as SPA therapists for at least one year and worked in the
SPAs studied for at least six months or left the SPAs studied not over one year before
in order to obtain reliable data. The samples worked in three day SPAs in Chiang Mai
Province. The researcher used the participated observation method in the research
through visiting the SPAs as a client to study their capitalist labor process and
organization management for five months. The researcher clarified the objectives of
the research to the SPA therapists and SPA owners and presented their information
with pseudonyms to avoid adverse consequences to them.

The researcher analyzed in-depth interviews of SPA therapists, informal
interviews with the SPA owners and managers, heads of the SPA therapists, and
receptionists; and observed the contexts of the SPAs and acting as a client in order to
magnify them as field records. In addition, the researcher collected and analyzed the
data simultaneously throughout the study period based on the theories of political
economy concerning the capitalist labor process and organization management prior
to presenting them with the descriptive method.

Study results

The context of SPA therapists: The study was conducted on ten high stress
SPA therapists working in three day SPAs in Chiang Mai Province. They were single,
married or widowed women, who mainly earned money to support the others in
family. Most were natives of other Northern provinces or rural areas of Chiang Mai
Province, who left their family to work in Mueang District, Chiang Mai Province,
where there are numerous SPAs. These made them alienated from community and
society.

Before becoming SPA therapists, they had done other jobs many years. The
reason for changing their job was they were compelled to leave the agricultural sector,

providing them with a low income not sufficient for their living. The boom of the
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SPA business leads to a great demand for labors. Because the existing number of SPA
therapists does not respond to such huge demand, they earn a higher salary than those
in other similar professions, e.g. traditional masseuses and beauticians.

Normally, entering into the profession of SPA therapists is supported by the
government and capitalists. That is, before becoming SPA therapists, they have to
attend SPA service training organized by the government sector or by private
institutions. As for those with some experience of providing service in other SPA
businesses like tradition Thai massage and beatification, they can apply for the job
without pre-service training. For those who have neither experience in SPA-related
services nor the training, they can apply for the job as well; if they are selected, they
will be trained by the SPA.

The capitalists induce skillful SPA therapists into the business by offering a
high salary. Generally, SPA therapists move to a new SPA offering them a higher
salary or a SPA in a foreign country, which provides them with a 4-5 time increasing
salary. Apart from salary, the reasons for changing their workplace include a need to
move their house, boss and colleagues, existing working conditions, and potential.

SPA therapists are therefore the victims of the capitalist society that the
capitalists and the government cooperate in depriving from the agricultural lifestyle
into the state of labors in the service sector with difficult life to serve the capitalist
class.

Characteristics of the work stress among the SPA therapists: The study
shows that the SPA therapists experienced work stress in five dimensions: labor
process alienation, colleague alienation, human alienation, physical and mental illness
and emotional labor as detailed below:

1. Labor process alienation: This is alienation form the labor process
whereby the SPA therapists could neither control the production themselves nor
working as they wanted. They had no freedom in working; they had to be controlled
by the capitalists. For example, they were forced to sell products, a task not included
in their job description. They had no power to consider their own working and their
standards were always monitored. Besides, they had no freedom to determine their
rest time when they had physical and mental illness.
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2. Colleague alienation: Their colleagues became strangers because of
competing with one another to gain the maximum products and profits, which
contrasts with a human’s basic need, which is having interactions with others. In the
dimension, they failed to have a good relationship with their colleagues, to be
accepted by their group or to work with their colleagues smoothly without conflict.

3. Human alienation: In the dimension, SPA therapists felt that they were
inferior and were not able to manifest their actual potential as they wanted. They also
felt that their human potential decreased, that is, they could not fulfill their needs; they
had to do a job they disliked and conform to rules and regulations unwillingly in
exchange of wages. Even if this was the job they liked, they could not express any
opinions about their working but had to be under rules and regulations with which
they disagreed as well as looked down upon and verbally and physically sexually
harassed by their clients, whom they could not react negatively.

4. Physical and mental illness: The capitalist labor process and organization
management affected the physical and mental health of the labors. Their physical
illness included headache, muscular pains, dizziness, and weariness. Their mental
iliness included frustration, worry, and boredom to work, which affected their
working, colleagues, and family members. Having work stress, many SPA therapists
did not want to go to work. Nonetheless, they had to continue working due to
responsibilities and income factor, which increased their work stress.

5. Emotional labor: Using emotional of the SPA therapists labor to
produce services influenced their emotional conditions, which caused them mental
abnormality so that they could not express their emotion as normal people do.
Furthermore, they could not negotiate with their capitalists or clients, which caused
them to squeeze their emotional labor. Occasionally, they were not ready to provide
service to their clients; they had to adjust their emotion to working, which increased
their stress. Therefore, they had to prepare themselves for the service all the time and
had to compete with time. In case where they did want to offer service to particular
clients, e.g. choosy clients or those harassing them sexually, they could not refuse
them so that they had emotional labor, which was not suitable for service provision.

Their work stress can be divided into two patterns, namely work stress

comprising all five work stress dimensions and work stress comprising three or four
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work stress dimensions. The work stress of the first pattern occurred to SPA therapists
who had long working experience extremely controlled by the capitalists. Their
working-related problems had not been solved so that they were chronic problems,
leading to the aforementioned five work stress dimensions. As for the work stress of
the second pattern, they had no human alienation, which was related to other work
stress dimensions occurring for a long time. Physical and mental illness took time as
well.

Work stress among the SPA therapists varied to their workplace in terms of
the intensity of labor exploitation and working time, which also influenced the
patterns of work stress of each SPA therapist.

Characteristics of the capitalist labor process in the SPAs studied and
the relationship between work stress and working of the SPA therapists

The capitalist labor process of the three SPAs is as follows: These three
SPAs had a similar capitalist labor process. That is, the business owners exploited and
sought surplus profits from the SPA therapists through determining the capitalist labor
process providing them with maximum benefits. That is, they determined the working
time of their labors allowing them to receive clients all the time without considering
their labors’ hardship and paid them a lower wage than it should be and determined
service methods and material elements of services making them gain a lot of profits
with a low investment cost.

Their differences were strictness in labor control. The capitalists used the
bureaucratic and scientific control and management for controlling their labors. The
Paradise SPA was a large-scale SPA with the highest intensity of the bureaucratic and
scientific control and management as well as hierarchy organization and official
business among the three SPAs, which made the labor control strict. They determined
long, uncertain working time for and gave low wage without wage rise to their SPA
therapists, who had to work hard in exchange of uncertain wage per hour, tip, and
bonus. Because the SPA offered a variety of services, they worked harder. During the
high season, in particular, there were always a lot of clients in the SPA. This forced
them to work consecutively for a long period so that they became tired. The work
contract here stipulated that they had to deposit a sum of money or allow the SPA

owner to deduct a sum of money from their salary as work insurance, which made
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them tolerate working and exploitation in the SPA. The study shows that the work
stress among the SPA therapists was in a great extent.

In the Flora SPA, a middle-scale SPA, bureaucratic management was
adopted as well but its control was not much strict. The SPA therapists in the SPA
earned the highest wage among the others and obtained 10% of each service charge.
They did not have to pay for work insurance; however, they had to work hard and had
uncertain working time, not differently from the other SPAs. Earning a higher income
and being loosely controlled, they had the least work stress among the others.

The Incense SPA was a small-scale SPA managed by an only owner with
close labor control and bureaucratic management. In practice, it was more likely to be
direct labor control from the capitalist. All decisions in the labor process depended on
the capitalist. The SPA therapists had neither participation nor rights to request
anything; the capitalist could command or punish them directly. They were strictly
controlled and gained a low daily wage, varying to the number of clients each day. If
they were absent from work, they would not earn any wage. Therefore, they had to
work consecutively. Their work insurance was deducted from their salary each month,
which made them work heavily to gain more income. They had to work for over 10
hours a day, which is longer than legal minimum working hour, making them have
high work stress.

Causes of work stress among the SPA therapists: The work stress among
them was caused by the capitalist labor process and organization management as
below:

There are two organization patterns in the SPAs, namely bureaucratic and
scientific control and management, which were the origin of work stress among the
SPA therapists. The scientific control and management by adjusting or deleting the
existing skills of the SPA therapists was attaching service methods to working time,
which generated their work stress due to working time restriction. In this regard, they
did not use their creativity in working but knowledge and working methods specified
by the SPA, which subjected them to being under the capitalist control. Besides, SPA
business control laws, claimed to control the standards of SPAs and enhance the
knowledge of employees, made it more difficult for them to escape from the capitalist
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control and brought them work stress, especially in relations to the labor process
alienation and human alienation.

The capitalists adopted the bureaucratic control and management for their
labors. The rules and regulations of working controlled through the hierarchy
organization and official business subjected the SPA therapists into the state under the
capitalists” control and caused them work stress of all dimensions, especially the labor
process alienation and colleague alienation.

The capitalist labor process is a process determined by the capitalists
through the organization management, which is focused on products not humans, who
are SPA therapists. The characteristics of the capitalist labor process in term of labor
force, involving the determination of overload responsibilities, long and uncertain
working hours, low wage, inappropriate service methods, and inappropriate material
element of services, are stipulated to benefit capitalists, that is, to reduce their
production costs and to exploit and abuse their labors. They had to work hard while
gaining low wage and were looked down upon by clients; they had to provide service
to their clients in all emotional states. Consequently, they possessed work stress.

Besides, SPA therapists, labor-class people, could not fight against the
capitalist class or escape from the exploitation cycle because they needed to earn
money for their living. The capitalist group cooperates with the government to force
the labors to continue working by means of the government mechanism, e.g. issuing
labor control laws and acts. The labors had to continue working unwillingly even
though they were exploited and abused and their human capacity was destroyed,

which increased their labor process and human alienation.

Discussions

1. The study results show that the SPA therapists experienced work stress in
five dimensions, divided into two patterns, which are not in line with the Self-
alienation Theory of Carl Marx. In the study, it was found that the SPA therapists had
no production alienation. Because they were service providers, they perceived the
products they formed, which was their clients’ feelings. The finding is different from
that of Carl Mark’s research conducted in factories with the mass production system,

whereby labors cannot see their products, leading to product alienation among them.
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Furthermore, work stress among the SPA therapists was expressed in the
form of physical and mental illness from working, which is similar to the concepts of
Navaro, suggesting that working in the capitalist system affect health conditions and
that weariness caused by labor exploitation is expressed in the form of stress,
emotional uneasiness, and physical and mental illness.

SPA massage is a type of service requiring emotional labor of providers,
which causes them to have work stress as seen in the study of Hawkchild, suggesting
that the characteristics of clients are the most significant factor since the work’s
nature makes SPA therapists have close contact and relations with clients.
Accordingly, the characteristics of clients are the most significant factor influencing
using the emotional labor among them.

2. Work stress among the SPA therapists studied based on the theories of
political economy concerning the capitalist labor process and organization
management is different from that based on other theories. That is, it deals with
various illness dimensions, which reveals the labor process alienation in the capitalist
system more clearly. It can be seen that actually, the organization management and
labor process in the SPAs caused work stress among the SPA therapists, which makes
us see the differences in the causes of their work stress. That is, the higher work stress
the SPA therapists have, the more variety of dimensions of work stress they will
experience.

3. The scientific control and management is not suitable for the SPA
business because it is highly inconstant business with a variety of clients, which
causes labors to work harder rather than to enhance their working efficiency and
causes them self-conflict when their skills are changed or deleted. It is true that the
bureaucratic control and management can control SPA therapists’ working strictly;
however, direct control from the business owner can control labors strictly and
generate their work stress to a great extent as well.

4. The SPA therapists were exploited as labors in the industrial system.
However, they are different in some aspects. That is, worse the SPA therapists’
emotional labor was exploited and they were exploited through uncertain working
time. However, they had less material elements of services. What they shared in

common is gaining too low wage and inappropriate welfare.
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Suggestions

1. SPA therapists should set as a guild in order to make negotiation and
request their rights and participate in expressing opinions or determining the labor
process.

2. The SPA entrepreneurs should pay attention to the life quality of their
labors and there should be people in charge of looking after labors efficiently and
encouraging labors’ involvement in expressing opinions in working, issuing labor-
related rules and regulations, setting the regular-time wage rate, overtime wage rate,
working days, days off, and leave days.

3. The government should protect the benefits of labors and issue rules and
regulations beneficial for labors and promote grouping of SPA therapists so that they
can negotiate with the capitalist class as well as create networks for exchanging
information. The government should take a role in giving correct information to
labors making them know their own rights.

4. The study has a limitation, that is, it cannot represent work stress of all
SPA therapists. Quantitative research will show an overall picture and a wide range of
data suitable for formulating policies for related parties.

5. There should be a study on SPA therapists in other types of SPA
business, e.g. hotel or resort SPA and medical SPA to reveal work stress among SPA

therapists in different contexts.
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