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At its most basic level, the focus of any master bathroom is all about water. But even 

when there’s a shortage of it, designers are finding ways to address the challenges 

to create spaces that function without sacrificing performance or beauty.
BY KIM BERNDTSON

Water-Saving Luxury

iven the fact that the earth’s surface is covered by hun-

dreds of trillions of gallons of water, it may not seem 

like water savings would be much of a concern when 

designing master bathrooms. However, since only a small 

fraction of that water is actually usable, its value becomes 

inherently clear. Its importance gains even greater signifi-

cance in arid regions and areas hit hard by extended periods 

of drought, such as in California where regulations now make 

saving water mandatory for its residents.

Yet even in locations where water is scarce, designers 

are finding ways to incorporate water savings that maintain 

performance and function while creating luxurious spaces that 

are, at their most basic level, all about water. In many cases, 

saving it is such an integral part of what designers do that it 

oftentimes goes undetected and happens without fanfare.

“Water savings is just part of what we do,” says Christopher 

Grubb, president, Arch-Interiors Design Group, in Beverly 

Hills, CA. “Los Angeles has been in a drought for years and 

California as a whole is incredibly conscious of water conser-

vation. We understand its value as a resource and we have a 

realization that there can be major problems associated with 

not having enough.”
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Nadja Pentic, founder/designer, Knocknock, in Oakland, 

CA, agrees. “Frankly, water savings, and conservation in 

general, is just a good idea,” she says. “Before I worked in the 

kitchen and bath industry, I would travel to places like the 

Middle East. They’ve always had a water problem, so they’ve 

had low-flow toilets with two buttons – one for more, one for 

less water flow – for the last 30 years. At the time, I found 

it fascinating that they were so conscientious about it, but 

creativity arises from necessity. As America starts to face some 

of the same issues as other places around the world, I think 

conservation makes good sense. It’s good for the environment 

and the planet, and as a designer, I am in favor of it. I also do a 

lot of modern work, so most of my clients are at least modern, 

if not minimalist, in the way they think, and they tend to be a 

bit more conservation minded as well.”

For the most part, fixtures that promote water savings don’t 

necessarily look any different in the bath since, on the surface, 

plumbing fixtures that are compliant in California look the 

same as those that are available elsewhere. There is also little 

aesthetic difference in a single-flush versus dual-flush toilet or 

a standard- versus low-flow toilet designed to save water.

“Luckily, manufacturers have been really good about devel-

oping products that are compliant with our water restrictions,” 

says Pentic. “I can find beautiful showerheads with low flow 

rates because the pretty parts of the fixtures are still pretty. To 

a large extent, these restrictions haven’t really affected the way 

our bathrooms look.”

“Manufacturers do have different products for California,” 

adds Grubb. “But their beauty hasn’t changed with the new 

regulations. The fixtures themselves are still gorgeous, so we 

are still able to spec beautiful fixtures.”

Instead, the water conservation trend is most noticeable in 

the number of fixtures a client may be allowed to include in 

the bathroom, particularly in the shower.

“I used to design luxury showers with two showerheads, a 

handheld, a rainhead and body sprays…with a control that would 

allow all of them to be in use simultaneously,” says Grubb. “Now 

a shower may have only one or two showerheads and a rainhead 

with a diverter so all of them won’t be on at the same time.”

Pentic agrees. “A lot of people ask for a rainhead,” she 

says. “And then I’ll also recommend a handheld for cleaning 

purposes.”

Water savings can also be addressed when talking with cli-

ents about bathtubs. For Pentic, clients often remove them al-

together as a way to save not only water, but also space, which 

can then be allocated to a larger shower. Or, if they decide to 

keep their tubs, they opt for more petite versions. 

  The lavatory faucets Christopher Grubb 

uses in his bath designs all meet strict 

water conservation codes, but that doesn’t 

mean they aren’t beautiful. To further 

enhance the luxurious feel of a master 

bathroom, the designer also often includes 

natural stone, such as the limestone used 

on this floor. 

  Grubb no longer uses an abundance of 

fixtures in the shower. To comply with wa-

ter-saving codes, he’ll typically include just 

one or two, as featured in this master bath.

  The seashell border around the room 

adds a special, unexpected element to  

the design.

  Many of Nadja Pentic’s clients request rainheads in their master bath 

showers. The designer obliged this client, while also adding a hand-

held version as a complement that makes the shower easier to clean. 

Both are compliant with California’s strict water conservation codes. 
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“It’s becoming more common for my clients to say they 

don’t even want a tub,” she says, adding that she recommends 

that her clients consult with a real estate agent to determine 

if its elimination could negatively affect resale value. “A lot of 

times we hear that people just don’t use them. Instead, they 

say they want to replace them with larger, more luxurious 

walk-in showers.

“If they do decide to keep the tub, they will choose a 

smaller one because they feel guilty about filling up a large 

tub when there is a water shortage,” she continues. “Where 

someone might have been specifying a 66" or 72" tub, they will 

now choose one that is 60".”

Grubb finds his clients asking for circulating pumps as a 

way to keep the valuable water they do choose to use in their 

tubs warmer. “That way they don’t have to heat up the tub by 

using more water,” he says.

VOLUNTARY COMPLIANCE

While water savings is definitely happening in areas where it’s 

mandatory, even designers outside of these locales are finding 

that clients are becoming more aware of their water usage and 

are more interested and open to discussing ways to proactively 

reduce it.

For Abbas Rachaman, many of those conversations occur 

voluntarily. “I’d say about 40% of my clients are talking about 

water conservation,” says the Neil Kelly Co. design consultant 

who works out the company’s Seattle, WA location. “We see 

requests for flow restrictors on showerheads and low-flow 

faucets and low-flow toilets that use only 1.28 gallons per flush. 

Dual-flush is also really popular, and we have a lot of clients 

requesting dual-flush toilets.”

Rachaman is also seeing an increase in the use of automat-

ic faucets as a way to conserve water. “It’s been available in the 

commercial market for a while,” he says. “But now it’s moving 

into residential baths and kitchens.”

  When it comes to water conservation, Abbas Rachaman often 

keeps it simple in the shower by using a limited number of shower-

heads, as illustrated in this bath designed by Neil Kelly Co.

  This renovation project completed by Nadja Pentic involved the 

transformation of two bathrooms in this San Francisco home. Both 

were done with water savings in mind to comply with California’s 

conservation regulations. In the master bath, she replaced the dated 

tub and tile surround with a freestanding model. In the smaller bath, 

she removed a wall to make space for a walk-in shower, which also 

made the space feel more open.  
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JOURNEY THE WORLD.

ARRIVE TRANSFORMED.

Copenhagen Heighten the senses in this cozy reimagining

of the Modern Movement. Discover the breadth of

our entire collection of bathroom products at dxv.com

This DXV bathroom was designed by Michele Alfano.
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One thing Rachaman doesn’t see is an abundance of show-

erheads and body sprays. “It’s usually either a hand shower 

and a fixed shower or a rainhead,” he says. “Some clients also 

just do a hand shower only because it’s easy for cleaning, but 

I haven’t had, in probably the past three years, anyone request 

any type of body spray or jet. There is a consciousness that 

people don’t really need that much water.”

Jenifer Wiley, J Wiley Designs, in Dallas, TX, is also seeing 

a definite change in her clients’ attitudes about water, even 

without strict mandates.

“We don’t have any restrictions against the use of body 

sprays and multiple showerheads,” she says, noting they do 

need to adhere to a flow rate of  2 gpm or less per fixture. “But 

there is a mind shift happening here where people just don’t 

want it all anymore. They have become aware of water conser-

vation. Ten to 15 years ago, everybody wanted what I call the 

‘car wash effect.’ It was new and interesting. But now the gener-

al consensus seems to be that they won’t use it all so they don’t 

need it all. Occasionally someone will want all the bells and 

whistles, but for the most part, people want one, maybe two fix-

tures and they are pretty content with that. Generally, that will 

be a showerhead and a handheld, or maybe two showerheads 

and a handheld if it’s a large shower. But they don’t anticipate 

them all being on at the same time. In a bigger custom home, 

I might include a rainhead, two showerheads and a handheld, 

but again, no one really uses them all at the same time.”

People are self-limiting themselves, she continues, noting 

an overall vibe of ‘less is more’ when it comes to water. “They 

are aware of the waste,” she says. “It’s interesting, most of my 

clients can afford [the extras], but they just don’t want them.”

For Donna McMahon, AKBD/CLIPP/owner, KE Interior 

Solutions, in Denver, CO, regulations are just beginning to 

have an impact on specifications related to water. 

“We have had some changes recently that are affecting 

some of the selections people might make,” she says. “For 

  As a way to save water as well as space, Donna McMahon 

often removes tubs in her remodeling projects, including this 

one for clients who wanted to make updates so they could age in 

place. The designer added the extra square footage to the show-

er, which is now easier for the couple to access. She also included 

two showerheads, each with its own control.

  An abundance of lighting and beautiful finishes are among 

the ‘non-water’ luxury items that can enhance an upscale bath, 

as seen in this space designed by Donna McMahon.
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LUXURY WITHOUT WATER

While there’s no denying that water can positively affect the 

feeling of a master bath, making the space feel luxurious isn’t 

always about the water.

“I think 10 or 15 years ago, everyone wanted an effect 

similar to what they would experience at a spa with jets, body 

sprays and large volumes of water,” says Grubb. “The design 

changes we’re experiencing now are about bringing in more 

luxury elements that emphasize the spa effect without an 

excess or abundance of water.”

As such, he is turning to elements like natural stone, 

including marble and limestone, and quartz to add that 

luxurious touch. 

“We’ve been using natural materials on counters and 

floors, but now we’re also seeing them on walls as features,” 

he says.

example, there are some faucets I can’t sell to clients now 

because they haven’t been configured to allow for the lesser 

flow rates.

“But the biggest change I’ve seen is an ongoing conver-

sation about whether or not a master suite should have a 

tub,” she continues. “A lot of remodels I’ve been doing have 

a smaller shower with an old, huge platform with a set-in tub 

that doesn’t get used because people are busy and the water 

gets cold. Now there is a transition to a smaller tub space – or 

no tub – and a much nicer, more luxurious shower space.”

That evolution not only makes better use of the space, but 

it also saves water, she notes. “In terms of not having a tub, a 

bit of it is about water savings because less water is used in a 

shower than in a tub,” she says. “People are definitely taking 

water savings more seriously and, more often than not, it 

enters into the conversation.”

  Even though there are no limitations for body sprays or shower-

heads, as long as each flows at 2 gpm or less, Jenifer Wiley’s clients 

are still cognizant of water usage. Chenille White limestone floor 

tiles, countertops and shower walls elevate this space, as do the 

custom cabinets.

  In this master bath, a freestanding air tub adds a bit of luxury  

related to water, but Jenifer Wiley also made the space feel luxurious 

by using exotic Blue Bahia granite for the countertop and shower inset.
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a mirror can provide lighting from the side without casting 

shadows on a person’s face. And since they are the jewelry of 

the space, people want them to be beautiful.

“Luxury is really more about the finishes and the accents,” 

she continues. “I just had a client spend $1,200 on a 4"x4" 

glass deco tile for her shower because it was beautiful. I also 

recently finished a contemporary master bath for a single 

man. It has white walls and very dark, kind of metallic tile on 

the floor that extends into the steam shower. It’s really very 

masculine, and it’s gorgeous.”

For Rachaman, luxurious touches often include large 

showers, ample enough to freely move about in, with beauti-

ful tile and inlays. When a tub is included, it’s often a free-

standing model accented with a freestanding filler. Lighting, 

including an abundance of natural illumination via large 

windows and side lighting offered by sconces or pendants, is 

also important to his clients. 

“People want a bright, well lit bathroom,” he says. “Another 

element I’ve been including a lot lately is a beautiful pendant 

or chandelier to accent the middle of the room and provide a 

nice ambiance to the space.”

When budgets allow, McMahon likes to include steam as a 

luxurious add-on feature for her clients. “It feels great and it’s 

relaxing,” she says. “Plus, it’s good for your skin. We live in a 

very dry environment here and it allows your body to absorb 

some moisture in a different way than just standing under the 

water. It is more expensive upfront, but it’s a great way for my 

clients to take care of themselves and get ready for their busy 

days. And…it’s a great way to save water, too, since it uses such 

a small amount of water.”

Some of Pentic’s clients are also incorporating steam into 

their showers, not only as a way to save water, but also as a way 

to take advantage of its health benefits.

“I also like to include towel warmers and heated floors,” 

she adds. “And, if there is enough space, I like to bring in a 

piece of furniture. I’m working on a fairly large bath right now 

that will include a freestanding tub with a bench next to it. I 

also added steam to the shower and shelves where she can set 

candles or a glass of wine. All of these things can help create a 

luxury bath…without requiring a lot of water.” ▪

More efficient and compartmentalized storage is also popu-

lar with Grubbs’ clients, as are vanities that resemble a piece of 

furniture as opposed to simply a bathroom cabinet. 

“We’re finally catching up with Europe in regards to  

customizing storage for a person’s lifestyle,” he says, noting  

a trend toward electrical outlets and charging stations in 

drawers. “Luxury doesn’t have to be expensive. Instead, it’s 

about an experience…one that can be achieved on many dif-

ferent budgets.”

Wiley’s clients are also looking at storage as a way to ele-

vate their bath spaces. 

“The luxury we’ve been doing lately has less to with plumb-

ing and more to do with storage,” she says. “We’re doing more 

towers and drawers instead of doors to make sure everyone 

has a place for all of their stuff so the bathroom stays neat and 

clean with a more spa-like feel.”

Luxury is also about an abundance of lighting and beauti-

ful finishes, such as tile, she adds.

“Many of my clients want to age in place,” Wiley notes, 

adding that, as people mature, good lighting can help accom-

modate for vision deficits. “Sconces on the wall or through 

  This bath, designed by Neil Kelly Co., illustrates how designers 

incorporate elements such as tile to make a bath feel luxurious while 

maintaining an eye toward water conservation with the use of a min-

imal number of showerheads.

  Abundant, easily accessible storage is another luxury that helps 

make a bath feel special without focusing on water, as seen in this 

bath design by Nadja Pentic.

Photo: Neil Kelly Co.
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