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An Inspired Idea
It was entrepreneur Paul Devitt’s smart idea to 
pair manicures with mixed drinks and leverage the 
concept through his business model. But the owner 
of the cocktail lounge franchise Beauty Bar came up with the 
idea almost accidentally. “The first Beauty Bar in Manhattan 
was a salon, known as the Thomas Beauty Salon, for 50 or so 
years before I leased it and turned it into a bar in 1995,” Devitt 
says. “I kept all of the original fixtures and furniture, took out 
the styling chairs and put in a bar,” Devitt recalls. The salon 
backdrop offered a great theme for the space, but Devitt took 
the concept a step further when he reached out to the salon’s 
previous owner. “I hired Florence, who was 85 
at the time, to come back and do manicures at 
happy hour, and it was an overnight hit,” Devitt 
says. “People come mainly to drink, but the $10 
Manicure and Martini special certainly gets us a 

lot of attention and press.”
Devitt’s concept was so successful, in 

fact, that he soon transformed salons that 
were going out of business into thriving 
cocktail lounges across the country,  
including locations in San Francisco,  
Chicago, Denver and Dallas. But while the 

mani service is a definite attraction for 
clients, Devitt is quick to point out 

that Beauty Bar is a cocktail 
lounge—not a salon. 

“It’s a bar, it’s a gimmick, it’s fun! 
It’s a color change, basically,” 
he says. Still, Devitt has found 
clever tie-ins to further market 
his brand amongst the beauty 
community, such as his recent 
collaboration with ’Tini Beauty’s 
Lacquer Cabinet. Devitt served 
as a guest “mixologist” for the 
monthly subscription service 
that invites users to experiment 
with mixing their own polish 
concoctions. The endeavor 
stands as yet another perk of a 
combined business approach. 

Shannon Dunlap, owner 
of Soak Nail Spa + Lounge in 
Reno, Nevada, opted to take 

the concept even further by offering clients a full nail service 
menu in addition to a full bar menu. The idea came to her 
during a routine trip to the nail salon with friends. “Prior to 
opening Soak, I was an elementary school teacher for 12 
years,” Dunlap reveals. “I used to organize a group of teachers 
to go get pedicures after work. We would bring our own wine 
and sip while we got our toes done. It occurred to me that 
the combination of cocktails and relaxation were a perfect 
match.” Today, Soak boasts two salons, over 50 employees, 
and invites clients to relax and enjoy a bevy of pampering nail 
services while sipping a drink of their choice.

 “Owning and working in a place where people can 
combine their social activities and beauty needs just seemed 
appealing,” says Emily Highsmith, manager of salon operations 
for Junction Salon & Bar in Raleigh, North Carolina. According 
to Highsmith, owner Kym Ferguson initially wanted to open 
a teen beauty salon. It wasn’t until having a glass of wine 
with dinner one night that she considered targeting an older 
demographic by adding a full bar to her venue.

Lacquer
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Nail saloons are  

shaking up the  

industry and  

stirring  

up some fun.

W hen it comes to winning combinations, the mani/pedi is pretty tough to 
beat. But a mani/pedi/cocktail combo? Now we’re talking! There’s a grow-
ing trend amongst nail salons, which has as much to do with liquor as it 

does with lacquer. These multi-tasking nail saloons take the spa pedicure’s compli-
mentary glass of champagne to the next level with fully operational bars and libations 
that are cleverly crafted and perfectly paired with salon treatments. While the concept 
might seem edgy, beauty salons have a long history of doubling as hangouts where 
clients can socialize during beauty services. So why not entice customers to stay a 
while by offering adult beverages and a lounge-like environment?  
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“Owning and 

working in a place 

where people can 

combine their 

social activities and 

beauty needs just 

seemed appealing.”

Clients sip cocktails while soaking 
their feet at Soak Nail Spa + Lounge. 
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The Fine Print
Launching a salon that serves liquor can, of course, be 
tricky. Not only are you required to obtain proper licensing and insur-
ance for both a salon and a bar, but staff members hired to serve drinks 
must be 21 years of age. “Opening Soak was no easy task,” Dunlap 
remembers. “The licensure and insurance were quite costly. In addition, 
it was difficult to find proper zoning to open. The process took nearly 
three years to complete.”

In addition to following all of the cosmetology sanitation guidelines, 
you must also heed liquor laws and regulations, Highsmith adds. Plus, 
the rules can sometimes fall into gray areas. For example, while Junction 
allows customers of all ages to enter the salon, North Carolina alcoholic 
beverage control laws require that all clients obtain a private club mem-
bership to be in the establishment. “Clients must fill out the member-
ship form contact info when booking their appointments, and they are 
provided a membership card when they arrive,” says Highsmith.

On the Job
If you’re interested in working for a nail saloon, it’s worth 
noting that these establishments are a bit unconventional 
in nature—so most seek nail techs who embody that 
out-of the-box approach to doing business. While Beauty 
Bar tends to employ novice nail techs who are “artsy types” for their 
manicure services, Junction opts for beauty professionals who reflect 
its laid back atmosphere. “We are not your typical salon,” Highsmith 
shares. “We are very much like a family here and want our clients to feel 
comfortable as soon as they walk in the door. Having the bar here lets 
people unwind a bit more, including the staff—after hours of course!”

Highsmith also notes that Junction employees encourage clients 
to take their time so they can truly make the most of their salon/ 
saloon experience. “Many nail salons try to get people in and out  
as quickly as possible,” she notes.” Our goal is to let the client enjoy 

BYOB Want to tap 
into the cocktail trend but not so 
keen on opening a bar? consider offering 
clients a bYob (bring your own beverage) 
option. although regulations vary by state, 
allowing your customers to bring a bottle  
of champagne or wine to a group nail  
appointment might be worth investigating 
and often involves less red tape than serving 
drinks yourself. “We allow customers to bring 
their own alcohol to appointments, but we 
don’t pour anything for the client or offer 
glasses to use so we are not directly serving 
anything,” says harpreet Milam, owner of 
the nail social in chicago. but it bears  
repeating: investigate before letting 
cocktail-toting clients through the salon 
door. With more and more businesses  
embracing bYob as a way to get around 
liquor laws, government officials in plenty of 
areas, including chicago, have been taking 
notice and pushing for stricter legislation that 
could soon put the option on ice indefinitely.

(Left) A Bloody Mary at Soak Nail Spa + 
Lounge; (right) Soak’s cheerful signage. 
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a beverage and provide them with a  
luxury service. Whether they are looking  
to sit and enjoy a book during a service  
or chat with our employees, we take  
time to understand what our clients  
need from us and provide them with  
the best experience possible.”

According to Dunlap, demonstrating 
good people skills is an absolute must for 

Soak staff members—so much so that it’s a 
crucial part of the employee training process. 
“We only hire professional individuals who 
are great with people and also show talent 
as a nail artist and technician. Our staff is 
trained on our core values to deliver the  
best possible experience to our clients,” says 
Dunlap. “This includes not only training on 
our services but also on customer service.” 

Know Your 
Client

It’s impossible to provide good cus-
tomer service without first under-
standing your audience. Tapping into 
the right demographic is the key to survival 
for salons/saloons. Unlike everyday nail 
salon customers, cocktail-seeking clients 
often come in groups—so ensuring that 
the venue is equipped for large parties is 
important. Offering specialized events or 
“happy hours” is also a major plus. “You’ll 
see plenty of girls meeting a friend after 
work in New York to get a drink and a 
mani,” Devitt shares. “We also get a lot of 
groups, bachelorette parties and tourists.’”

The Junction client tends to be very so-
cial and outgoing as well. “We find that we 
bring in a lot of fun people who are not here 
for your basic nail service,” says Highsmith. 
“These are the type of people who want to 
have a drink and tell you about their day 
while getting their nails done.” And while 
some clients will come in solo for a relax-
ing service and a cocktail, Junction often 
services group celebrations, like birthdays, 
wedding prep or primping for a girls’ night 
out. “Being able to serve cocktails at these 
parties adds an extra special touch.”

After all, combining services isn’t just 
about offering beverages alongside beauty 
treatments; it’s about distinguishing your 
business from the pack and all that that 
entails. From attracting a different and 
perhaps larger clientele to exploring unique 
marketing opportunities, you may just find 
that your business becomes the toast of 
the town in more ways than one.  

Jillian Gordon is a writer, editor and self-confessed 

beauty junkie living in Los Angeles.

The drink menu hangs above the pedicure 
stations at Junction Salon & Bar. 
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