
Pillow menus, side trips, airport shopping and morning 
jogs — here’s how to take charge of your health  
and wellbeing when travelling for business and  
make the most of a life in transit. 
Words DAN F STAPLETON Illustrations ROHAN CAIN

ON THE ROAD
again
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“BEING ‘ON’ 
ALL THE TIME 
FOR WORK IS 

COUNTER-
PRODUCTIVE.” 

STATE OF MIND
Sydney-based psychologist Dr David Baldwin, 
who specialises in treating white-collar workers, 
says that many of his patients present with 
symptoms of anxiety and depression that can  
be directly linked to spending large amounts  
of time ‘on the road’. 

Like Cohen and Gössling, Baldwin believes that 
the psychological impacts of frequent travel can 
often be much more intense than the effects  
of long flights and shifting time zones. A Darker 
Side of Hypermobility highlights disorientation, 
loneliness and difficulty maintaining attachments 
to local communities as serious problems that 
many business travellers contend with. 

According to a number of business travellers, 
friends and family incorrectly assume that their 
international trips are all fun. “People tend to 
associate business travel solely with glamour,” 
says Michael Liu, who travels frequently in his role 
as Asia-Pacific director for the currency-transfer 
service WorldRemit. “But achieving balance when 
you are travelling for business is a challenge.”

Liu says he maintains productivity by carving 
out time to relax when travelling for work. “It 
is now widely accepted that running regular 
marathons is not good for your body and that 
sharp bursts of high-intensity exercise mixed  
in with active recovery are optimal for health,”  
he says. “In the same way, I think being ‘on’ all  
the time for work is counter-productive.”  

WHEN DR SCOTT 
Cohen, a researcher 
at the University  
of Surrey, co-
authored a paper  

in 2015 on the drawbacks of frequent business 
travel, he expected a modest response from 
colleagues and the media. But that paper, A Darker 
Side of Hypermobility, quickly became a major 
talking point, receiving coverage in publications 
as diverse as The Economist and the Daily Mail,  
and triggering a lively internet debate about  
the pros and cons of travelling for work. 

“There are tens of thousands of comments on 
the research sitting on Facebook,” says Cohen, who 
compiled the article with Swedish academic and 
author Stefan Gössling. “We quickly discovered  
that this story had significant reach.” Travellers, 
researchers and companies from around the world 
(including the rapidly expanding business-travel 
division of Airbnb) contacted the pair to glean 
additional insights and share stories of their own.

By many measures, today’s professionals are 
more mobile and travel-savvy than ever before, 
undertaking whirlwind trips and remote-office 
stints at short notice and with little fuss. But as 
Cohen and Gössling discovered, relatively little 
information has been collected about how to  
cope with the unique challenges that spending 
time away from home presents.
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PERSONAL PRESCRIPTION
In the absence of widely available and robustly 
tested instructions on how to be happy when away 
from home, many professionals have developed 
personal — and sometimes quirky — methods to 
stay balanced. For some, these involve asserting a 
degree of control over unfamiliar surroundings.

Katherine Cole, regional director of marketing 
for Hotels.com, understandably says suitable 
accommodation is key. “It’s your home away  
from home,” she says, “so choose wisely.” For Cole, 
this means finding a hotel with a 25-metre lap 
pool, a health-conscious restaurant and quality 
linen. She also favours properties that allow guests 
to customise their stays through services such  
as pillow menus. “Being able to choose a pillow 
that is similar to your one at home — and will 
therefore help you settle — is hugely valuable.”

Like Liu, Cole is a fan of defined relaxation 
time — but for her this means scheduling entire 
days to decompress. “Take advantage of business 
travel by taking side trips,” she suggests. “For 
example, on my next trip to Asia for business,  

I’ve tacked on a weekend visit to Beijing to visit 
the Great Wall of China. It gives me something 
to look forward to and helps me de-stress.” 

When travelling to Europe, Cole often stops in 
Dubai to mitigate jet lag, relax and mentally prepare 
for upcoming business. She also advocates airport 
shopping as a practical, rather than a recreational, 
measure. “If you are time-poor like me it can  
make a huge difference,” she says. “I buy clothes, 
make-up, technology products and gifts while I’m 
waiting to board so I don’t have to do it at home.” 

For Liu, a flexible mindset (“a what-will-be-
will-be attitude”) makes a marked difference.  
“I think travel-related stress often stems from the 
occurrence of unexpected events,” he says. “If  
you maintain a flexible attitude, you won’t be 
bothered by unexpected changes.” 

Liu makes sure that he starts each day on the 
road with time for himself. “Going for a jog first 
thing in the morning, for example, not only helps 
set your mind up for the day, but is also a great way 
to see a city. The key is to block out time in your day 
for yourself, no matter what else is happening.”  

 “TAKE 
ADVANTAGE 
OF BUSINESS 

TRAVEL BY 
TAKING SIDE 

TRIPS.”
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AIR MAX
Master the art of business 

flying with these tips 
from the pros.

ALWAYS USE  
THE LOUNGE. 

Katherine Cole of Hotels.com says 
factoring in relaxing lounge time 

beforehand can make the flight itself 
more enjoyable. “I always check in at the 

business lounge, grab a healthy bite to eat, 
then download all of my emails using the 

wi-fi,” she says. Incorporating a rewarding 
lounge visit into your departure routine 
can make the entire process seem less 

stressful, she adds.

OVERCOME YOUR  
FEAR OF EXERCISE.

Business travellers may worry about 
appearing unprofessional by stretching in 

the aisle, but Michael Liu says it’s worth 
it. According to the WorldRemit regional 

director, light exercise has transformed his 
travel experience, even on domestic trips. 

“You can save the burpees for when you 
land, but a few heel raises, shoulder shrugs 

and arm stretches will make you feel 
better immediately.”

TRY MINDFULNESS. 

Psychologist Dr David Baldwin says 
business travellers often fret about what 

they’re leaving behind in the office or 
what awaits them at their destinations. 
One solution? Mindfulness, the in-the-
moment meditative practice pioneered 

by Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn. “Extensive research 
has demonstrated its effectiveness in 

combating stress, and the exercises 
can be done in the lounge or during the 

flight,” says Baldwin. “I would advise initial 
instruction from a qualified mindfulness 

practitioner. The effort is well rewarded.”

Australian musician and TV host Ella Hooper 
has been contending with frequent business travel 
since her teens, when her band Killing Heidi 
became a multi-platinum success. She refers to the 
strain of life lived out of a suitcase as ‘soul lag’, and 
cites mental exhaustion as her biggest challenge.

Hooper says it’s crucial to be kind to yourself 
while in transit. “I think the small things are often 
the most effective,” she says. “I travel with lavender 
oil, which I dab on my temples and wrists on long 
journeys, and I often bring incense to create a sense 
of place in unfamiliar hotel rooms.”

While Hooper admits to becoming “a little 
discombobulated” during frequent-travel periods, 
she says the biggest lesson she has learnt in two 
decades of touring is to slow down. “It starts with 
packing,” she says. “A rushed pack is a bad pack. 
And it continues on planes — why rush when 
boarding or disembarking? The seconds you save 
rarely make up for the increased blood pressure.”

Hooper says a big advantage of beginning  
to travel at a young age was that it has allowed  
her to associate business trips with wonderment. 
She clings to that feeling today when commuting 
threatens to become tiresome, and suggests that 
others do the same. “My very first long-haul  
flight from Sydney to LA when I was 13 was 
exhilarating,” she says. “I still remember that.  
It reminds me that travelling is, fundamentally, 
something to be savoured.”  

IT’S CRUCIAL 
TO BE  

KIND TO 
YOURSELF 
WHILE IN 
TRANSIT.

134 V I R G I N  A U S T R A L I A  A U G U S T  2 0 1 6


