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“I do believe that what inspires people to explore the world stays the same forever. 
So we shouldn’t look for inventing something new; we should realise that the 
things that people travel for are what we’ve always travelled for and just do the 
best version of that for the audience today.”

Pavia Rosati
Founder and CEO of Fathom

Disillusioned by fly-and-flop holidays and contrived resorts packed with tourists, people 
originally turned to experiential travel in search of authentic cultural experiences and 
emotion-fuelled connections. But now, almost a decade after the term was coined, what 
does the future of experiential travel look like?

After a year that brought the Zika outbreak, Brexit, a highly controversial US presidential 
election, terror attacks in Nice, Brussels, Berlin, Jakarta and Istanbul among others, 
and several deadly shootings worldwide, you might be forgiven for considering the 
outlook bleak. While the real world becomes an ever more daunting place to be, the 
virtual world is creating opportunities to experience other cultures and landscapes without 
leaving the comfort and safety of our own homes – which begs the question: 
will experiential travel survive?

If the Founder and CEO of Fathom, Pavia Rosati, is to be believed, the desire to explore the 
world will always exist – it’s a case of discovering the “best version” of experiential travel 
that meets the needs of the contemporary traveller. So that’s what we set out to do at the 
PURE Press Roundtable, when we asked eight senior travel editors and writers to share their 
predictions for the emerging travel trends set to be big news in 2017.

The seven trends identified – Transformational Travel, Safe Havens, Back to Basics, Hands-
On, Sharing Economy, Virtual Reality and Travel Unplugged – share a common theme: 
namely the hunt for ‘real’ in a post-truth world. In today’s hyper-connected society, 
travellers crave simplicity and tangibility on both a physical and emotional level; but, 
despite the perceived negatives of living in a digital age, perhaps the most interesting 
observation is the way in which digital innovations transcend virtual boundaries to aid this 
hunt for authenticity.

Overall the message is optimistic: it’s clear that not only our press influencers, but also 
travellers themselves consider experiential travel a crucial tool in rebuilding spirits and 
economies, encouraging confidence and empathy, and inciting positive change. Armed 
with invaluable insights, now it’s up to those in the industry to prove it.
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Experiential travel is 
originally based on the 
idea that, done right, 
travel can be life-
enriching, involving a 
memorable experience 
that improves the way 
we connect with loved 
ones and the world. But 
as more mainstream 

operators catch on to its 
marketing potential and 
the phrase is thrown 
around increasingly 
liberally, ‘experiential 
travel’ has become 
something of a catch-
all term for travel 
experiences with 
some element of local 

flavour, in contrast to 
fly-and-flop, all-inclusive 
holidays that take place 
within the walls of a 
purpose-built resort.

Yet as the world 
becomes better 
connected and global 
tourism industries 

Transformational

“We’ve seen experiential travel, we’ve 
seen authentic travel, we’ve seen curated 
travel – and where I think it’s going is 
towards transformational travel. What that 
transformation is will be different for every 
traveller: some will be about traversing exterior 
landscapes, and some will be about traversing
interior landscapes.” 

Arnie Weissmann
Editor-in-Chief of Travel Weekly



“Exclusivity and bespokeness has 
become heightened over the past three 
years; everyone wants an experience 
that was created specially for them.”

“Travel Designers are experts 
in building a comprehensive 
profile of [travellers’] 
personalities and needs.”

boom, there is a 
growing false economy 
in promoting cultural 
experiences that, 
while labelled as 
‘authentic’, are in 
reality as contrived 
as any resort. So how 
can we distinguish the 
authentic from 
the inauthentic? 

Enter ‘transformational 
travel’. Identified by our 
press influencers as one 
of the next big travel 
trends, transformational 
travel is a more 
sophisticated iteration 
of its experiential 
cousin. For Condé 
Nast Traveler’s Paul 
Brady, “it’s about the 
access you can get, the 
spiritual connection 
a place offers.” Not to 
be confused with VIP 
passes, ‘access’ in this 
case is the priceless 
feeling of being truly 
part of something – of 
aligning with your 
surroundings on a 

psychological and 
emotional level.

Editor-in-Chief of 
Travel Weekly and 
Press Roundtable 
Moderator, Arnie 
Weissmann, agrees 
that transformation 
travel is about the 
“interior journey”, 
calling it “as individual 
as people.” Seemingly 
a direct response to 
the Pinterest-inspired 
bucket lists and 
Instagram-worthy 
humble-brags of today’s 
hyper-connected 
world, there’s no one-
size-fits-all checklist 
for what makes a 
transformational 
travel experience; it is 
covetable precisely due 
to its elusiveness and 
exclusivity.

Indeed, according to 
DEPARTURES’ Jessica 
Flint, “exclusivity and 
bespokeness has 
become heightened 

over the past three 
years; everyone wants 
an experience that was 
created specially for 
them.” This is where 
high-end, customised 
travel maintains its 
competitive advantage 
over mass tourism: 
thanks in part to the 
time and attention 
they can afford to pay 
each client, Private 
Travel Designers are 
experts in building a 
comprehensive profile 
of their personalities 
and needs that will 
enable them to plan 
a personalised, truly 
transformational trip.



“What I’ve noticed in the last year in this 
politically unstable world we’re living in is a 
desire to go to places which are considered 

‘safe havens’; so I think there’s a huge rise in 
popularity for the Scandinavian regions, for 
Nordic countries, for Alaska – places which are 
remote, pristine, safe, away from the chaos of 
the rest of the world, the news bulletins.” 

Catherine Fairweather
Travel Director at Porter 

“Our press influencers are 
forecasting a trend of travellers 
seeking safe havens – a place 
to escape, both physically 
and mentally.”

As the world becomes 
an increasingly 
bewildering place 
to be, perhaps it’s 
no surprise that travel 
is fast becoming a 
pursuit of peace. 
With a cacophony of 
bleak reports blaring 
from various news 
mediums daily, our 
press influencers are 
forecasting a trend of 
travellers seeking safe 
havens – a place to 
escape, both physically 
and mentally, the 
traumas of the 
modern world.

As some destinations 
close down in the 
wake of natural 
disasters, political 
unrest or incidents of 
violence, and many 
others suffer from 
the media backlash 
following isolated or 
related incidents, one 
positive outcome is 
that previously obscure 
regions are coming into 
the spotlight. “Travellers 
want to go to places that 
are straightforward and 
safe, like the Arctic – 
these simple and quiet 
environments are 
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“Safe havens aren’t 
limited to spas and snowy 
wildernesses.”

not available in 
a lot of countries; it’s 
an escape”, says 
freelance travel writer 
Debbie Pappyn.

For some, visiting a 
remote destination 
is enough to make 
them feel more 
secure, while others 
prefer to figuratively 
distance themselves 
from perceived 
threat. Porter’s Travel 
Director, Catherine 
Fairweather, highlights 
the continuing rise 

of spa and wellness 
retreats – the latter 
being the operative 
word in this case. In 
fact, so strong is the 
need to ‘retreat’ among 
travellers that the trend 
has permeated the 
majority of the industry 
– as Arnie Weissman of 
Travel Weekly says, “You 
can’t have anything 
resembling a resort 
without a spa.”

But safe havens aren’t 
limited to spas and 
snowy wildernesses. 

Brands looking to tap 
into this emerging 
trend should consider 
what the two have in 
common: both offer 
privacy, little noise, 
with few and carefully 
selected stimulus. 
Indoor gardens, scent 
rooms, private tree 
houses, meditation 
spaces, a well-stocked 
library – the potential for 
creating spaces where 
travellers feel safe and 
harmonious is limited 
only by imagination.



American psychologist 
Barry Schwartz argues 
that, paradoxically, 
eliminating choice 
reduces anxiety 
and leads to greater 
happiness – and our 
press influencers are 
inclined to agree, 
forecasting a huge 
trend for going back to 
basics in travel. Porter’s 

Catherine Fairweather 
says, “Lack of choice 
is a luxury for me – I 
don’t want a big menu, 
I just want to be given 
something really great 
to eat.”

“Simplicity is a 
buzzword – the craving 
to pare down. It’s not 
luxury in the traditional 

sense”, she continues. 
Overwhelmingly, it 
seems, this desire to 
pare down is underlined 
by a fight-or-flight 
instinct to escape 
overstimulation and 
eventual burnout. 
Traditionally, luxury has 
been associated with 
excess; but in today’s 
information age, 
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“Going back to simplicity, back to basics. It’s 
something we saw already in the food world 
and I think in travel probably it will go in 
the same direction. Lives are complicated, 
hectic – sometimes too full of everything. 
When you travel sometimes you want to 
have fewer options, but good ones.” 

Debbie Pappyn
Freelance Travel Writer





where extensive choice 
and sensory overload 
are a part of everyday 
life, less is most 
definitely more.

Importantly, though, 
the luxury is not simply 
being presented with 
an easier decision at 
dinner; the options 
made available must 
also be exceptional. 
What high-end 
consumers seek is a 
streamlined experience 
carefully curated by 
experts, so they can 
relax in the knowledge 
that an intelligent, 
informed decision 
has been made on 
their behalf.  

According to founder 
Pavia Rosati, feedback 
on Fathom content 

supports this: “Our 
website is very curated 
for this reason – we 
never give too many 
options or list more than 
24 hotels in a big city. 
When we give options 
the feedback is always 
that readers want to be 
told what to do.” And 
Serena Guen reports 
the same at SUITCASE, 
saying, “We’ve tried to 
be more democratic 
with content and allow 
readers to curate their 
own experience, but 
actually readers want to 
be told where to go and 
what to do.”

Arnie Weissman of 
Travel Weekly believes 
that the overwhelming 
choice and accessibility 
facilitated by the 
internet may, 

conversely, be one 
reason that we’re 
seeing a return to travel 
advisors, even among 
millennials. “Young 
people are busier than 
ever; they don’t have 
time to organise a trip.” 
Condé Nast Traveler’s 
Paul Brady agrees, 
saying “Trips are very 
expensive, but what’s 
more important to me is 
my time. You can always 
earn more money, but 
you can’t buy time.” 

“What high-end consumers 
seek is a streamlined 
experience carefully curated 
by experts.”



According to our 
press influencers, an 
underlying cynicism 
of so-called ‘cultural’ 
displays that reduce the 
traveller to a passive 
voyeur will lead to 
the rise of hands-on 
experiences. By getting 
their hands dirty 
(quite literally in some 
cases), travellers form 

a stronger connection 
with a destination – 
“rather than having 
the vacation happen 
to you, you participate 
in it”, says Condé Nast 
Traveler’s Paul Brady.

And this appetite for 
the concrete, touchable 
and immersive is no 
surprise, given that so 

much of our lives now 
are now led online. If 
consumers can virtually 
travel anywhere in the 
world with the click of a 

“Rather than having the 
vacation happen to you, 
you participate in it.”
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“I think the biggest travel  trend of the next
year is going to be more hands-on
experiences; whether it’s stand-up paddle-
boarding, cooking classes… These things are 
already bubbling up in the travel industry
and they’re going to get even bigger in 
the coming year.” 

Paul Brady
Senior Editor at Condé Nast Traveler US





button, or talk to people 
all over the globe as 
though they were in 
the same room, then 
travel experiences must 
deliver something more. 
Physically engaging 
in a task or activity 
turns an observation 
into an experience, 
subconsciously bridging 
the gap between 
our selves and our 
surroundings and, to 
some extent, proving to 
our brains that we are 
actually there. 

Since the nature of 
hands-on experiences 
is that they require 
focus, this emerging 
trend could be travel’s 
answer to mindfulness: 
an attempt to block out 
the noise of modern 
life by turning our 

undivided attention 
to one particular task. 
Where traditional travel 
focused on sightseeing 
– covering as much 
ground as possible in 
as little time – today’s 
sophisticated traveller 
seeks to learn about a 
destination through a 
few, carefully-chosen 
interactive pursuits.

But hands-on 
experiences can also be 
educational in a broader 
sense. “The way travel is 
going is towards niche 
travel and expert”, says 
Brady; he’s referring to 
the increasing number 
of travellers who visit 
a destination in the 
interests of a particular 
pursuit. Take paddle 
boarding, or surfing: 
whether or not these 

activities are typical of a 
region’s traditions is to 
some extent irrelevant 
– they’re nonetheless 
a means of engaging 
complete attention and 
immersing travellers in 
the landscape.

At the crux of the 
matter is this: in order 
to gain the attention 
and trust of today’s 
intelligent, suspicious 
consumers, successful 
travel brands must 
work towards a new 
definition of cultural 
authenticity by creating 
hands-on experiences 
that encourage physical 
– and thus tangible – 
connections between 
a traveller and the 
destination.

“Physically engaging in a task 
or activity turns an observation
into an experience, subconsciously 
bridging the gap between our selves 
and our surroundings.”



When most people 
hear ‘sharing economy’, 
there’s one travel brand 
that comes to mind; 
but in reality platforms 
like Airbnb and Uber 
are a metaphor for 
the modern mindset 
that sharing is better. 
Whether the assets in 
question are physical, as 
in property and vehicle 
sharing, or intellectual, 
exemplified by the rise 
of social media and 
online reviews, modern 
travellers are turning to 

the sharing economy in 
their search for the new 
authenticity.

High-end suppliers 
who capitalise on this 
will thrive, argues 
SUITCASE’s Serena 
Guen, citing the 
example of Casa 
Bonay in Barcelona. 
By taking into account 
the needs of the 
neighbourhood, rather 
than trying to create a 
textbook example of 
the destination that’s 

largely irrelevant to 
local people, founder 
Inés Miró-Sans has 
generated a mini-
economy shared by 
travellers and locals 
alike – thus facilitating 
connections and 
creating a more 
authentic local 
experience than most 
tourism establishments 
can hope for.

Echoing this sentiment, 
Editor-in-Chief of We 
Heart, James Davidson, 
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“I think the next biggest trend in travel 
will be people starting to plan trips 
by sharing economy.” 

Guannan Huang
Features Editor at Condé 
Nast Traveler China



recently wrote about 
the rise of “cultural 
programmes” for 
THE SHIFT: “Let your 
neighbourhood be your 
narrative, its people 
the protagonists; 
make travel magical 
again, keep it real.” By 
introducing concepts 
and programmes 
that appeal to local 
people as well as 
travellers, travel brands 
can fulfil travellers’ 
hunger for authenticity 
and immersion in a 
destination; or their 
search for “tangible 
experiences that speak 
to their cultural desires”, 
as Davidson so neatly 
puts it.

In the online world, 
Condé Nast Traveler 
China’s Guannan Huang 
points to travellers 
sharing intel through 
apps like Instagram and 
TripAdvisor, admitting 
that she herself 
searches hashtags to 

get the lowdown on a 
destination. Similarly 
to Airbnb and Uber, 
both of which integrate 
a review system as 
a core part of their 
proposition, the value
in these apps is that 
they create a 
community bound 
not by demographics 
or locality, but by 
a common need 
or interest. 

Travel brands that are 
able to create shared 
ground – whether 
between hosts (or staff) 
and guests; between 
locals and travellers; 
or even between 
groups of travellers 
– will thus promote 
honesty, encourage 
trust and contribute to 
what Airbnb’s Head of 
Hospitality, Chip Conley, 
calls a “noble purpose”. 
As he explains, “You 
want to go travel the 
world to get to know 
people different than 

yourself – now that 
is a great purpose, 
and it helps to create 
a little bit more of a 
world where people 
can actually be more 
empathetic toward each 
other. I’m a big believer 
that travel can provide 
for that.”
 
If the internet, in all its 
anonymous chaos, has 
fostered a mentality 
where people feel more 
disconnected than ever, 
then maybe the shared 
economy is the antidote.

“Platforms like Airbnb and Uber
are a metaphor for the modern mindset
that sharing is better.”



With the overwhelming 
favour for authentic as 
opposed to simulated 
experiences we 
witnessed at the 2016 
Press Roundtable, 
it may come as a 
surprise that our press 
influencers identified 
virtual reality as an 
emerging trend – 
‘virtual’ being, by 
definition, unreal. 

Yet from a marketing 
perspective, in the face 
of scepticism perhaps 
the best place for travel 
brands to hide is in 
plain sight. “The nice 

thing about 360 is that 
you can’t tweak it or 
retouch it or hide – you 
can see everything; it’s 
so real. That’s why it’s 
going to be the future”, 
says freelance travel 
writer Debbie Pappyn. 
Virtual reality is next 
best to the real thing 
for would-be travellers, 
affording an unfiltered, 
unedited perspective of 
a destination, property, 
or experience.

But if you can enjoy the 
experience without the 
associated jet lag (not 
to mention significantly 

reduced bank balance) 
of actually making 
the trip, why bother? 
Is there a danger that 
offering virtual reality 
experiences could 
actually satisfy travellers 
enough to deter rather 
then encourage them 
to travel?

Not so, argues CEO 
and co-founder 
of VR marketing 
company YouVisit, Abi 
Mandelbaum. “Virtual 
reality is the most 
realistic experience 
you can have of a place 
without being there. It’s 

“I think the next big trend in travel 
will be allowing people to experience 
travel at home to a much bigger and 
better degree through virtual reality.” 

Serena Guen
Founder and CEO of SUITCASE

REALITYTR
EN

D 
#6 Virtual



powerful. It gets people 
excited and engaged 
and interested in having 
that experience in 
real life,” he explains. 
What’s more, according 
to YouVisit’s Virtual 
Reality Appetite Index 
one in five (19 per cent) 
American adults said 
they would use virtual 
reality to help pick a 
vacation destination.

In fact, from a business 
standpoint, says 
Mandelbaum, virtual 
reality is powerful 
marketing. A typical 
visitor to YouVisit 
spends more than 10 

minutes engaged in 
the VR experience – “an 
eternity” in the digital 
world – and 13 per cent 
of them take some 
action afterwards, such 
as booking a hotel room 
or reserving a table at a 
restaurant.

Of course, as with all 
marketing tools, the 
implications of VR for 
the travel industry in 
the long run depend 
entirely on how it’s 
utilised. As Arnie 
Weissman of Travel 
Weekly argues, “The 
more successful 
suppliers tell the story, 

not the thread count” 
– and Guen, for one, 
is convinced that VR’s 
ability to tell a story like 
no other is precisely 
where its strength lies. 
Savvy travel marketers 
will see these currently 
rather clunky headsets 
as an opportunity to 
capture not only the 
imagination of viewers, 
but also (rather novelly 
in our multi-screen age) 
their complete attention 
by virtue of the fact that 
they are quite literally 
unable to focus on 
anything else.

“The nice thing about 360 is that you can’t tweak it 
or retouch it or hide   you can see everything; it’s 
so real. That’s why it’s going to be the future.”



In today’s hyper-
connected world, 
where for many it’s the 
norm to be online 24 
hours a day, there’s 
an increasing desire 
to unplug and take 
time out from the 
professional and social 
networks. While the 
notion of a ‘digital 
detox’ is nothing new, 
our press influencers 
predict that this trend 
is about to go one step 
further in 2017.

For Fathom’s Pavia 
Rosati, challenging 
the concept of agency 
is the next frontier for 
experiential brands 
wanting to create 
‘unplugged’ travel 
experiences. “Not 
having WiFi is so 
freeing because the 
responsibility to be 
doing something is 
off because you can’t 
– it’s as though you 
want to give agency to 
someone else to make 

you stop doing things 
and posting online in 
today’s over-connected 
world”, she says.

In an industry where 
free Wi-Fi is a minimum 
benchmark for high-end 
hospitality, it’s a brave 
supplier who omits it 
altogether. But the aim 
in experiential travel is, 
after all, to encourage 
people to step outside 
of their comfort zones; 
and while being forced 
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“What’s interesting about now is that the 
thing that makes me feel like I went away 
is that I didn’t look at my phone, either 
because I had the discipline not to, or I was 
forced not to because where I went is so 
remote there is no Wi-Fi.”

Pavia Rosat 
Founder and CEO of Fathom



“In an industry where
free Wi-Fi is a minimum 
benchmark for high-end 
hospitality, it’s a brave
supplier who omits it
altogether.”

to go off-grid might be 
uncomfortable at first, 
travellers for whom the 
internet brings with it 
a sense of obligation to 
reply to that work email, 
or prove what a great 
time they’re having 
with the perfect 
Instagram post, will 
ultimately be more 
available to connect 
to the here and now.

Proving that the need 
to quieten the noise 
extends to the offline 
world too, Porter’s 
Catherine Fairweather 
also observes the 

proliferation of silent 
retreats: “They have 
existed for a long time 
as part of Catholics’ 
annual cleansing, but 
now they’re opening up 
to the rest of the world.” 

Comparable to health 
spas with strict menus 
or yoga retreats that 
enforce a rigorous 
exercise regime, 
‘unplugged’ retreats 
(whether Wi-Fi-free, 
silent, or incorporating 
elements of such) utilise 
‘enabling constraints’, 
described by Art 
Education Professor 

Juan Carlos Castro as 
conditions that allow 
us to “enter into spaces 
of uncertainty and 
be able to reorganise 
previous understandings 
into new patterns 
of knowing about 
themselves in the world”.
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