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EVERYTHING  
YOU’VE  
BEEN TOLD 
ABOUT  
RELAXING IS 

W R      N G
Plane-loads of people are swapping 
traditional beach holidays for far-flung trips 
that take us way out of our comfort zones.  
But why is the way we travel changing, and is 
climbing Kilimanjaro really as good as a rest?

W O R D S :  M E E N A  A L E X A N D E R

B Y E ,  B E A C H

’m projectile vomiting into  
a pool of light from my 
headtorch, the rest of the 
night reduced to strange 
noises and shadows in the 
jungle around me. I’m down 
to my last clean T-shirt, I 

can’t find my tent and I have to be up in two hours 
to trek 15 kilometres before dawn. I start to cry.

This is the most vivid memory I have from my 
holiday (yes, an experience I willingly booked 
and paid for) back in June. Four days of climbing 
and wild camping through the Peruvian Andes 
with 12 strangers to see the ancient wonder of 
Machu Picchu. When I finally get there, I crumple 
to the floor, the weakest I’ve ever felt after 
90,000 steps, dizzying altitude and a fun dose of 
norovirus. It was still the best four days of my life.

I expected to spend a week horizontal when  
I got back from my first full-on adventure holiday, 
but instead I felt fizzy with a new sort of energy.  
I wanted to tell everyone about it; there was so 
much more to say than ‘yeah, it was lovely thanks’. 
There’d been torch-lit lows and heart-soaring 
highs as I overcame physical and mental hurdles 
I didn’t even know I was capable of; deep 
conversations with new friends in the dark;  
a closeness to the nature and people and 
history of the place that I’d never experienced 
on a holiday before. It was competitiveness that 
coaxed me into the world of challenge travel (if 
half of my timeline can do it, why can’t I?) but as 
I unpacked my festering backpack I had to admit 
– it had made me come alive in a way a long 
weekend in Mykonos never did.

I used to think there was only one way to 
recharge from the circus act of daily life: lying 
prone on a sunlounger with a tequila soda in one 
hand and a Booker Prize winner in the other.  
To me and every other perpetually tired woman  
I knew, a break meant doing very little – and we 
never interrogated why that rarely left us feeling 
refreshed. If you’ve ever spent the first half of  
a holiday trying to forget about your to-do list 
and the second half thinking about how long  
it’ll be when you get back, you’ll understand.  
As Explore Worldwide highlighted in its  
latest Travel Trends Report, stillness has its 
drawbacks: “In this world of busy schedules, 
overthinking brains and seemingly endless 
newsfeeds of doom, finding time to relax and 
reflect isn’t always the tonic we hope for.”

Changing tides
A friction-free beach holiday has been the 
blueprint since the first poster went up 
advertising Scarborough as a seaside resort  
in the 1960s, but something’s in the water. 
Explore’s top trend for 2025 was dubbed  
‘A change is better than a rest’, highlighting how 
trips that totally switch up the status quo are  
top of our bucket lists. Joanna Reeve, general 
manager UK & Ireland of Intrepid, says their 
numbers confirm the shift. “We’re seeing a real 
appetite from women for travel that encourages 
them to step out of their comfort zones. 
Bookings for small group adventures are up 
22% among midlife women compared with 
before the pandemic, and our active 
trips such as hiking in Patagonia or 
trekking to Everest Base Camp are  
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GO FREE 
WALKING

Research shows that wandering 
aimlessly, discovering new things 
and making split-second decisions 
as you walk improves the speed 
and originality of your thinking  
long term.

DANCE… 
ECSTATICALLY

Stay with us: ecstatic dance is  
a form of moving meditation and 
classes are cropping up across  
the UK. It’s about letting your body 
do whatever it feels and expelling 
tension. Cathartic or mortifying, 
you won’t be thinking about emails.

SPEND TIME WITH 
A STRANGER

Novelty is proven to boost brain 
health, and that can simply mean  
a conversation with a complete 
unknown. Try a strangers supper 
club like Timeleft or women-only  
& The Table, buddy up with a local 
elderly person, or go on a blind date. 

3 ways to add 
active rest to 

your life
No passport required…

research shows only 0.37% of travellers  
are choosing destinations because they’re 
Instagrammable. Partly, I’d argue, it’s because it’s 
cooler to be an intentional traveller who cares 
about sustainability and local culture in our 
current climate, rather than just flexing against 
the fanciest backdrop you can find. But mostly, 
women are embracing adventure travel in 2025 
as a way to feel fulfilled. When trying to scale 
the career and property ladders doesn’t reap  
the rewards we were hoping for, we’re opting  
to scale mountains instead.

Jessica Walker-Wragg, 33, a butcher and 
hospitality communications consultant, had 
been laser-focused on her career since the age 
of 16, until she realised she wasn’t that happy.  
“I just knew I needed to try something that was 
completely the opposite to my life in London;  
I felt like it wasn’t giving me anything any more, 
just sapping my energy and money,” she says.  
“I told my partner: I need a shake-up, and if you 
don’t want to come I get it, but I’m still going to 
go. Turns out he was feeling exactly the same.”

In March, they hired a van and set off on a 
road trip through the snowy Canadian wilderness, 
stopping off to sleep at remote campsites, swim 
in icy lakes and clamber up cliffs. “I used to think 
of myself as quite a materialistic city person, and 
this was so different to anything I’d ever done. 
We were outdoors all day, living out of a rucksack 
and making do with very little. I couldn’t believe 
how much I loved it,” she says. “It changed me 
on a fundamental level. I’ve come back thinking 
I’ll never do a city break again because there  
is more to life than European small plates 
restaurants. What really makes me happy is  
to be in nature and hike and swim and ski. It’s 
informed my decision to move out of London too.”

Self-discovery is the lofty goal we’re all 
striving for, but when there’s always a deck to 
put together and a message to reply to, it’s tricky 
to spend any sort of meaningful time with 
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I used to feel an embarrassing kind of 
anxiety before a holiday: did I have the right 
outfits for the ‘vibe’, had I managed to book a 
table at the restaurant everyone raves about, 
would I secure the iconic shot in front of the 
Louvre/Sagrada Família/Brooklyn Bridge? For 
most of our lives, travel and social media have 
been tightly entangled. Just last year, WeRoad 
found that 47% of solo travellers used social 
media to inform their bookings. And this has 
often led us to plan trips based on how they 
look, rather than how they feel.

But as our fatigue with a life led digitally 
keeps growing, our priorities are changing.  
A year on from that first poll, WeRoad’s new 

MEENA ALEXANDER
STEPS OUT OF HER 

COMFORT ZONE IN PERU 

usually spend summers under a parasol in 
Positano, are now talking about Kilimanjaro 
training and the best brand of dry bags. It’s no 
coincidence that hiking shoes by Salomon and 
Merrell are the footwear du jour, or that the  
a/w 2025 shows of Louis Vuitton and Burberry 
heavily featured practical rainproof parkas  
and utility pockets. Being a worldly, ready- 
for-anything type of woman has become the 
benchmark of cool – but there’s something  
else going on beneath the surface, too.

Transformative travel
“Travel has always been about escapism  
but today’s appetite for adventure speaks to 
something deeper: a desire for disassociation,” 
says Jenny Southan, CEO of Globetrender,  
the world’s leading travel forecaster. She notes  
that we now live in a world where ‘getting away 
from it all’ is impossible; wherever you go, your 
phone is there delivering the worst of the world 
to your beach towel. “But when you’re pushing 
your body and brain to its limits, there’s simply 
no room left for thoughts of climate collapse, 
political division or the looming shadow of AI.” 

Southan cites the rise of niche travel 
agencies such as Desert Island Survival,  
“who will teach you tropical bushcraft on  
a desert island”, and Pelorus, which combines 
conservation with high-end expeditions  
to remote places like Greenland and the 
Galapagos. “The reward these sort of trips offer 
is that rare, blissful feeling of being completely 
cut off from the wider world, when all your 
energy and focus are locked on the present 
moment and simply getting through it,” she  
says. We’re willing to go to the ends of the  
earth in search of precious headspace.

up by 89%,” she says. Whether they’re 
calling it ‘soft adventure’, ‘challenge 
travel’ or ‘active rest’, experts agree the 

dream holiday is changing shape: less infinity 
pools and luxury spa treatments, more mountain 
treks and cultural immersion. “It’s clear more 
women want to experience destinations on  
a deeper level than the traditional fly-and-flop 
holiday allows, and they want to end their trip 
with a sense of accomplishment,” adds Reeves. 

It’s just the start of this sea change, with the 
adventure travel market projected to grow from 
$406 billion in 2024 to $1 trillion in 2030, 
according to the UN World Tourism Organisation. 
No longer synonymous with sinewy men on 
bouldering weekends, the industry is being 
redefined by the upsurge in female interest. 
“Adventure doesn’t have to mean bungee jumps 
or extreme sports any more. For one person it 
might be kayaking down a river, for another it’s 
trying unfamiliar food in a new culture,” says 
psychologist and adventurer Dr Nicola Cann, just 
back from spotting orangutans in the Sumatran 
rainforest. “This new, broader definition of 
adventure tourism is way more geared towards 
women’s motivations and travel preferences: it’s 
less about danger and more about stretching 
yourself in ways that feel meaningful.”

You can see it in real time on social media, 
where carousels of running holidays in 
Montenegro and safaris through the Okavango 
Delta have replaced the once-ubiquitous thigh 
shot in the sand. My well-travelled friends, who 

yourself. We’re drawn to adventure not just 
because floating in a kayak on the Adriatic Sea 
fades those demands into background noise, 
but because it offers unique psychological 
payoffs. “The mix of nature, physical challenge 
and new experiences can help people 
reconnect with themselves, build confidence 
and even come home with fresh perspectives  
on life,” says Dr Cann. “For many, it’s not just  
a holiday – it’s more like a psychological reset.”

Cerebral workout
If your brain could book its own holiday, it would 
choose trekking, exploring or food-touring  
over chilling by the pool. Most Brits are fairly 
sedentary and yet 38% of us say we’re tired 
‘most or all of the time’, according to a YouGov 
study. It’s mental exhaustion that ails us:  
we’re burned out from the continuous loop of 
working and scrolling that makes up most of  
our days, and it’s physically thinning our frontal 
cortexes, the part of the brain responsible for 
regulating emotions, decision-making, retaining 
information and attention span. When those 
things feel hard, you instinctively start dreaming 
of a few days in sun-kissed comfort – but you 
might be relaxing all wrong.

Active rest means doing something 
that rebuilds that all-important cortex: 
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stretching it, like an aching muscle,  
so it can recover and do its job more 
efficiently. Dr Paul Nussbaum, a clinical 

neuropsychologist and professor at the 
Pittsburgh School of Medicine, says the reason 
adventurous holidays have so many brain 
benefits is down to a phenomenon that’s only 
been discovered in our lifetimes: neuroplasticity.

“It’s a fancy word that basically means  
your brain is constantly being shaped by its 
environment,” he explains. “When the brain 
encounters sameness – the usual route to  
work or the same meal you always make –  
your frontal cortex is barely engaged; you’re  
on autopilot. Over time that can lead to atrophy. 
But when you’re out of your comfort zone – say, 
immersed in a different culture, trying new food, 
overcoming unfamiliar challenges – it gets fired 
up and starts creating new neural circuits to 
deal with it. It’s the very definition of growth,  
and it’s why novelty and complexity are very 
good for your brain health.” 

I think about the clarity and calm I felt after 
four days on the Inca Trail. Navigating the hard 
terrain of the Andes, trying to communicate in 
terrible Spanish and figuring out how to shower 
under an open pipe without getting jailed for 
indecent exposure – it did feel like hard work at 
the time. But the sense of achievement stayed 
with me, and the metaphorical mountains of my 
normal life suddenly became molehills. I’d climbed 

to 14,000 feet on two hours’ sleep – a few tricky 
emails and a family disagreement, I could handle.

“You may not be prescribed an adventure 
holiday by a doctor, but we do need to start 
thinking about travel as medicinal, therapeutic 
and restorative,” says Dr Nussbaum. “There’s 
good research that people who take these sorts 
of trips tend to have a lower risk of cardiovascular 
disease and Alzheimer’s disease. Our brains 
need us to be with other people, need us to 
learn and need us to move, and there’s no magic 
pill we can take for those things. But adventure 
travel ties them all up in a bow.” 

Whether the words ‘adventure holiday’  
spark wanderlust or strike fear into your 
lounger-loving heart, the fact is, your brain 
needs a proper break. I’m not saying you need  
to go full Bear Grylls, but all signs point to 
spending your downtime doing something so 
fascinating and challenging that everything  
else melts away. Something that reminds you 
what you’re capable of, and what an incredible 
place the world is, really, despite what that 
buzzing square of metal in your pocket might  
be trying to tell you.

Next summer you could be traversing  
India’s Golden Triangle, eating with indigenous 
families in Costa Rica, or drifting through 
Norway’s glacial fjords. The time zone  
doesn’t matter: as long as you’re out  
of your comfort zone, you’re exactly 
where you need to be.

Adventure-seekers, look no further. Next 
year you can join us for our very first 
Stylist holidays, in partnership with our 
travel expert friends at Intrepid. Not  
only will you get to explore incredible 
destinations, you’ll also get to meet other 
Stylist women on curated women-only 
tours for 16. Plus, a member of the Stylist 
team will join every trip, ensuring all the 
holidays feel inherently us.  

21-28 MARCH: MOROCCO

The number of people on our Instagram 
feeds posing in vibrant riads this year 
has been off the charts, so Morocco had 
to be the first destination. Over seven 
nights, you will visit a hammam in 

“When you’re out of your 
comfort zone, your brain 

gets fired up and starts 
creating new neural 

circuits to deal with it”

“Wind through glaciers, valleys and passes, 
watch the sun rise over Everest, then retreat to 

Kathmandu for some pamper time”

JOIN STYLIST FOR
A ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME 
EVEREST TRIP

WA N T  T O  C O M E  O N  H O L I D AY  W I T H 
S T Y L I S T  N E X T  Y E A R ? 

Good, because you can. Stylist travel editor Susan Riley reveals when and where…

DESERT WINE? NO,
THAT’S NOT A TYPO

before flying to Lukla to start the trek. 
Winding through glaciers, valleys and 
passes, this is a trip of enjoyment and 
endurance, with three to nine hours of 
trekking a day. Along the way, you’ll 
sleep in traditional teahouses, be 
welcomed by the Sherpa village of 
Phortse and watch the sun rise over 
Everest – all followed by some recovery 
and pamper time back in Kathmandu. 
Start breaking in those boots now.

To book email  
tailormadeuk@ 
intrepidtravel.com  
or speak to an  
Intrepid consultant  
on 0808 274 5111 

Marrakech, hike the foothills of the Atlas 
mountains, and enjoy yoga and camel 
rides in the Agafay Desert where we’ll 
camp under the stars. We’ve also carved 
out time to kick back in the coastal town 
of Essaouira for surf, seafood and strolls 
around the medina. 

6-15 JUNE:  COLOMBIA 

Colombia is a travel hotspot for our 
audience and our nine-night tour delivers 
a sprinkle of everything you could hope 
for from a trip to this slice of South 
America. Cosmopolitan capital Bogotá 
will be our first stop, Pereira next (coffee 
lovers, this is your time; expect tastings 
and tours in the foothills of the Andes). 

Then it’s salsa 
dancing and 
cooking classes 
amid the 
cultural warmth 
of Medellín 
before bidding 
farewell to all your new Stylist friends  
in Caribbean-hugging Cartagena. 

31 OCTOBER-16 NOVEMBER: 
EVEREST BASE CAMP 

For anyone who has an adventure itch to 
scratch, our 16-nighter to Everest Base 
Camp is proper bucket list stuff. Kicking 
off in Kathmandu on Halloween, you will 
cook, shop and visit a Buddhist nunnery 


