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the solo travel handbookwhat’s stopping you?

What’s stopping you? 
You can make a million excuses for not wanting to travel on your own, 
and you’ll always find more – unless you make the conscious choice to 
confront your solo-travel fears. To give you a friendly push in the right 
direction, we’ve broken down some of the most common solo-travel 
fears, so they don’t seem so scary at all. Travelling solo isn’t necessarily synonymous with being  

an adrenalin junkie or even an extrovert. If you’re the 

shy or timid type, ease into solo travel by taking a tour  

so you can get used to new destinations before breaking  

away to do your own thing, or choose an easy travel 

destination – perhaps in your home country – where 

you can work on building your confidence in more 

familiar surroundings. Being somewhat forced to talk 

to people while travelling alone, whether it’s to ask 

for directions or order a meal, has a wonderful way of 

bringing people out of their shells. 

This is a perfectly legitimate concern for every traveller, and one that should 

be kept in mind with regard to all decisions you make on the road. While 

travelling alone is often seen as riskier than travelling in a group, this is not 

always the case. Travelling solo, you are forced to be aware of your personal 

safety, whereas in a group you may let your guard down and expose your 

vulnerability. Choosing a destination where you feel comfortable travelling 

is the first step to keeping this fear in check. See p86 for more tips on 

staying safe on the road as a solo traveller.  

There is no rule that says solo travel  

is more expensive than group travel.  

It can often be cheaper, as you 

don’t have to compromise on where 

you stay, eat or play. Opt for tour 

companies that don’t charge a single  

supplement and/or match you with  

a roommate (p27). Consider staying  

in a dorm to cut down on hotel-room  

costs, ask about discounts for 

single occupancy. 

I don’t 
think I’m brave 
or outgoing 

enough’

I’m  
worried  

about the  
cost’ 

Is it  
even safe?’

  

The only travel companion 
you really need!

Our definitive guide for #goingsolo, packed with inspiration  
and advice from our travel experts.

Visit shop.lonelyplanet.com and enter the code EXPLORE20 at checkout.
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Lonely Planet writers have rated 
destinations from 1 to 5 based on 

their friendliness towards same-sex 
couples. 1 indicates the least  
LGBT-friendly places, and 5 

represents the destinations that 
are most welcoming.
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the solo travel handbook10 things you learn about yourself

Without a trusted travel partner 

to help point you in the right (or 

wrong) direction on the road, 

you find the courage to trust your 

own instincts. You have no other 

choice, after all. 

As you are introduced to new 

people, sights, smells and sounds, 

you develop the ability to look 

at your ‘real’ life at home more 

objectively. You question whether 

the habits, goals and lifestyle 

choices you once thought were 

important really matter to you as 

much as you thought they did. You’ll soon learn that it’s easy to 

make friends travelling solo, with 

many of the friends you meet on the  

road ending up being friends for life.  

Be receptive to other travellers who 

strike up conversation, taking the 

time to find out more about what 

brought them to the very same place  

you’re visiting – you may very well 

have something in common.  

Your true friends and family love you  

for you, and understand (or at least  

learn to accept) your need to travel  

alone. When you return, you’ll pick 

up exactly where you left off. Other 

people you may have thought you  

were close to, however, may not relate  

to the ‘new you’, and don’t have time  

for the travel stories you’ve been dying  

to share with them. Likewise, you may  

realise that you don’t have as much 

in common with these ‘friends’ as you  

thought, and start to re-evaluate the 

role they play in your life. 
After travelling for a while, you 

get used to living with just the 

essentials. Suddenly the idea of 

ordering next season’s must-have 

jeans when you have a perfectly 

good pair at home, or spending an 

hour on your beauty regime each 

day that you could be spending 

at the beach, starts to seem a lot 

sillier than it once did.   

1
10

7

5

9

4

8

2

3
You learn

You learn

You learn

You learn to

You learn

You learn to

You learn to

You learn

You learn

When you don’t have to fit in with 

anyone else’s travel preferences, 

your personal travel style becomes 

clear. Perhaps you realise you 

prefer exploring at a fast pace, or 

otherwise enjoy having more time 

to smell the roses. Maybe you 

discover your inner party animal, 

or you find that you like getting up 

early to sightsee before the crowds 

arrive. This intel will help you better 

plan future solo trips. 

You’ll lose bank cards, miss buses, 

underestimate the amount of time 

it takes to get to the airport, and 

forget to book a hostel during a 

festival period. When travelling solo, 

you have no one else to blame for 

your mistakes but yourself. You learn  

to take full responsibility for them, take  

the lessons on board, and move on.

There might be times when you wish 

you had someone to share a meal 

with, but after travelling solo for a 

while, you learn to be at peace with 

your own company. After being in  

a group environment for a few days, 

you may even find yourself pining  

for a bit of solitude afterwards. 

When you travel alone, your 

assumptions and beliefs are 

tested more than ever. With 

no one by your side to back up 

your prejudices, you’ll learn to 

open your mind to new ways of 

living, and re-evaluate any pre-

conceived notions about these 

cultures or customs you may have 

been harbouring. 

Thought you’d be comfortable 

enough sleeping in a 20-bed 

dorm? Figured you’d be tough 

enough to manage a multi-day 

wilderness hike without access to 

a shower? Travelling solo, you’ll 

quickly find out what your limits 

are, and how comfortable you  

are pushing them. 

what kind  
there is always 

what is 

take responsibility

who your real 

be comfortable 

live with less

to be more 

what your 

of traveller 
room in your life 

important to 

friends are

being alone

open-minded

limits are

you are
for more friends

you in life

If you travel alone, you  
may learn just as much  
about yourself as the 
destinations you visit. 
These lessons can 
then be transferred to 
all areas of your life. 

6 You learn
to trust your 

intuition

10 things you 
learn about 

yourself while 
travelling solo
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the solo travel handbookPlanning your itinerary

What do you want out of your trip? 
Before deciding where to go, it’s important to look at what you want out of your trip, as this 

could play a significant role in your destination choice. Ask yourself: is this trip to relax or to 

explore? For self-reflection or self-development? Do I want alone time, or to be surrounded 

by people? Do I want to learn a new skill? Perhaps it’s a combination of reasons. 

Choosing your destination 
Cost tends to be a key determining factor in choosing a travel destination. Countries can be 

roughly classed in three cost tiers. Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, the UK, the US 

and most of Western Europe (especially Scandinavia) sit in the top tier. The next tier down 

includes many countries on continental Africa, China, Eastern Europe, South Korea, Russia, 

Singapore, and the lower countries in South America (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay).  

These places often have one or two cheap aspects, such as food or in some cases lodging,  

but other costs can be high. The cheapest destination tier includes the rest of the developing  

world. Most of Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, most of Central America, and the rest  

of South America are generally much friendlier on a backpacker budget, and the cost of just  

about everything – food, accommodation and transportation – is lower than in any Western  

country. That said, if you’re only travelling on a short trip, it may be more economical to travel  

to a more expensive country or city geographically closer to you than heading to a cheaper 

destination further away. 

On top of cost, the other big considerations are your confidence and safety. Do you feel  

comfortable with the challenge of travelling to a country where you don’t speak the language?  

Will you be on edge all the time if you choose to travel to a region with higher safety risks than  

you are used to at home? If your answer if yes, but you still want to visit the destination, perhaps  

a group tour (p117) is the best option for you. 

Timing it right
If travel isn’t dictated by money, it is dictated by time. There are several 

factors to consider when it comes to timing your trip right. Firstly, it’s 

important to ensure your chosen destinations are feasible to visit during 

your travel window. Trying to squeeze four European countries into a 

single week may leave you feeling like you never properly experienced 

any of them, while allocating two weeks in Paris may leave you feeling 

restless after a week.    

It’s also important to consider the ideal time to travel to your chosen 

destination – travelling to the Philippines during typhoon season may not  

bode well for a diving or hiking holiday, while visiting a Muslim country 

during Ramadan might make it difficult for you to find food during the 

day. Perhaps the region you wish to visit is politically unstable, and your 

insurer won’t cover you if you decide to travel there at a certain time – or  

perhaps you suffer from hay fever and your intended destination will be 

in the middle of flowering season. 

Congratulations! You’ve cleared the biggest hurdle – making the decision  
to go – and you’re ready to start planning. Every traveller has a different 
planning style, from winging it to planning every minute. Solo travel 
offers the flexibility to change your itinerary on a whim, but first-timers 
would be wise to do a little forward planning to ensure a less stressful trip.  

Planning your itinerary 

16 17

©
 S

W
IS

S
M

E
D

IA
V

IS
IO

N
 /

 G
E

TT
Y

 IM
A

G
E

S

©
 D

A
V

E
 A

N
D

 L
E

S
 J

A
C

O
B

S
 /

 G
E

TT
Y

 IM
A

G
E

S

the solo travel handbookPlanning your itinerary
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why go solo? The practical 
perks
Solo travel is the ultimate 

indulgence, because it’s all about 

you. When you’re in charge of 

your own schedule, you can go 

where you want and do what you 

want, when you want and how 

you want. You’re free to meet new 

people – which tends to be easier 

when you’re travelling solo – and 

really soak up the destination 

without any distractions. You 

can travel as fast as you want, or 

take as much downtime as you 

like, without having to justify your 

choices to anyone but yourself. 

Enjoy it!

The personal 
journey
Solo travel offers the ultimate 

opportunity for self-reflection 

and development. At home, 

our friends, families, employers 

and colleagues all play roles 

in influencing the way we live 

our lives. Travelling alone, you 

can escape these influences 

and make your own decisions. 

Without a travel partner to 

delegate some of those decisions 

to, your problem-solving ability 

increases, making you a more 

independent, more fearless 

solo traveller in the process. 

Expect to get to know yourself 

better, discovering strengths you 

didn’t know you had, as well as 

identifying weaknesses you may 

wish to work on. Embrace it. 

Challenging the 
single stigma
There must be something wrong 

with you if you travel alone, said  

no one ever. Yet, somehow, a 

stigma still persists. Fortunately, 

it’s changing. A raft of recent 

studies have shown solo travel 

is on the increase and, as more 

people begin to embrace it, the 

image of solo travel is being 

redefined as a luxury rather 

than some sort of back-up 

plan. If you’re living a fabulously 

independent life at home, there’s 

no reason why you can’t have a 

similarly fantastic experience on 

the road. Own it.

So, what are 

you waiting for? Turn 

the page, get inspired 

and get ready to
 realise 

your travel drea
ms –  

all by yourself. 

Powder-white sand beaches. Lush, tropical rainforests. Vibrant, ancient cultures. 
Local markets that almost literally pop with colour. Not a day goes by where you 
don’t secretly wish you were living your Instagram feed, but you can’t convince 
anyone to take a trip with you. So, why don’t you go by yourself? 

Sure, the idea of travelling alone might sound daunting to a first-timer. Too 
much, even. But with a little bit of confidence and a generous dose of preparation, 
you’ll find that travelling solo won’t just be fun, but more rewarding than you 
ever imagined.   
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the solo travel handbook10 travel hackS

Slap a 'fragile' label on your 

luggage to prevent it from being 

handled roughly in transit. 

Adding this label will typically 

also see your luggage delivered to 

the baggage carousel - it's often 

the case that special luggage 

and equipment is the last to be 

placed in the aircraft's hold, which 

means it will be the first to be 

taken out again. 

As soon as you arrive at your 

hotel or hostel, grab a business 

card from the reception desk with 

the hotel's address and phone 

number. If you get lost, you can 

jump in a taxi and give the card  

to your driver to ensure you get 

back to your hotel safely. If a 

business card isn't available, ask a 

member of reception staff if they 

could write down the address in 

the local language for you. Make 

sure to then keep the information 

somewhere handy when you 

head out to explore. 

Most cities have free walking tours,  

and these tend to attract other solo  

travellers. Solos usually stick together  

once the tour is over and go for drinks  

or dinner together, so it’s a great  

opportunity to meet likeminded 

travellers while simultaneously 

avoiding the anxiety of dining alone 

on your first night in town. 

Adopt this travel hack if you’re a 

frequent traveller and don’t want to  

forget those all-important essentials.  

When you return from a trip, leave  

key items in your suitcase. Items 

such as your passport, plug adaptors,  

miniature toiletries and insurance 

documents can stay in your case 

because you won’t need them at 

home, and leaving them in your 

case means you’ll never forget to 

pack them. If you have a contract phone, ensure  

it is unlocked before you travel. This  

means you’ll be able to use any SIM  

card from any mobile network across  

the world. Pick up a local SIM once 

you arrive and you’ll avoid roaming 

fees and enjoy cheaper calls and 

texts – you can find SIM cards at 

the airport and convenience stores 

in touristy areas. 

1
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3
order special

Use free

Keep your

Always carry

Travel with

Disguise

Pack a portable

dress up for

Use airport

Pre-order a special meal, such as a  

vegetarian or vegan meal, on flights.  

Special meals are served first so 

you’ll get your food faster, allowing 

you to nod off sooner than your 

seatmates if you’re keen to get some  

rest. The vegan meals are usually 

healthy, light and delicious, which 

helps you to avoid that groggy, 

bloated, post-flight feeling that tends  

to be a by-product of indulging in 

a rich plane meal.

Flashy new devices with crisp, clean 

cases attract thieves, which is the last  

thing you want when you’re travelling  

solo. Avoid unwanted attention by 

making your expensive gadgets look  

less pricey than they really are –  

cover your camera in stickers, and  

buy cheap cases for your smartphone  

and your tablet and scuff them up.

You’ll undoubtedly use your phone a  

lot while you travel, so pack a portable  

charger. Make sure to have a way to 

contact someone in an emergency, 

and use your phone’s GPS for 

directions. Portable chargers are 

cheap and lightweight and you’ll thank 

yourself when you’re trying to call 

a taxi at 3am with only 2% battery 

remaining!

Did you know that solo travellers 

are more likely to get upgraded 

on flights? You’re also more likely 

to be upgraded if you look the 

part, so wear the smartest clothes 

you’re travelling with to the airport 

(you can always pack a more 

comfortable set of clothes in your  

hand luggage to change into after 

you check in). It’s also worth 

asking at check-in if any upgrade 

opportunities are available. 

While it is more difficult to score 

upgrades these days unless you’re 

a frequent flyer, if you don’t ask, 

you don’t get!

Airport lounges aren’t just for first  

class passengers; you can often buy  

yourself into them for a bargain. 

In the UK, airport lounge passes 

start from around £25 and include 

perks such as unlimited snacks 

and alcohol, wi-fi, magazines, and 

a quiet and comfortable space 

to relax before your flight. Using 

lounges during long layovers 

offers particularly good value, as it 

doesn’t typically cost much more 

than you’d spend on food and 

drink elsewhere in the airport.

meals on planes
walking tours 

travel essentials 

a business card 

an unlocked 

your gadgets

charger

airport check-in

lounges

to help you ease 

in your suitcase 

from your hotel

mobile  

into a new city

at home

(cell) phone

You’re bound to make 
mistakes on your 
first solo trip, but 
you can learn from 
previous travellers.
Monica Stott, founder 
of thetravelhack.com, 
has learned a fair bit. 
Here she shares her 
top ten hacks. 

6 Mark your
baggage as 

fragile

10 travel  
hacks every  

solo traveller 
should know
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Practicalities

Adventure

Culture

Outdoors

LGBT-friendly ★★★★★Buenos Aires, 
Argentina; Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil; Cartagena, 
Colombia; Lima, Peru. Invest in a pair of 

sturdy but breathable 
walking shoes, rather than 
heavy leather hiking boots, 
if you’ll be travelling for a 
while. These will be suitable 
for most popular treks, and 
won’t weigh you down. 

It is always a good time to be somewhere in South 
America. Hit Brazil’s beaches and visit Patagonia in 
November to March. The calmest seas are December 
to June for cruising Ecuador’s Galápagos islands. 

L
 ogistically, it makes sense  

 for longer-term travellers to  

 follow the Gringo Trail, the 

classic route that encompasses 

the continent’s most popular 

destinations from north to south 

(and vice versa). This lends to 

plenty of opportunities to buddy 

up with other travellers heading 

in the same direction. At the very 

least, you’re bound to bump into 

the same people more than once 

along the way. South America 

has one of the world’s best hostel 

networks, many of which can 

organise tours and transport for 

you, which makes it easy for solos 

to ease into the destination when 

they first arrive. While Spanish is the 

national language in all but three 

countries (Guyana, French Guiana 

and Suriname), English is more 

widely spoken these days, and 

locals are overwhelmingly friendly. 

Key considerations for  
solo travellers 
Language: A basic understanding 

of Spanish will give solo travellers 

a lot more confidence. Consider 

signing up for a few weeks of 

Spanish tuition in your first 

destination, which is a great way 

to get acclimatised. 

With mountains to climb, rivers to raft, ancient ruins to uncover and jungles to 
explore, South America is the ultimate adventure destination. Don’t let its size 
daunt you – whether you’re looking to do a big trip or a short haul, South America  
is more conducive to solo travel than you may think. 

Best for adventure: 
South America

LEFT Watch Gaucho horsemen 

herding cattle at Argentinian ranches.  

ABOVE Get the perfect view of 

Machu Picchu in Peru. 

TOP tip
Consider taking preventative 

medication to thwart altitude 

sickness, which is a particular  

risk in Bolivia (especially if  

you fly into La Paz, which  

sits above 4000m). 

$$
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the solo travel handbook

Epic

Solo Travel

Experiences

SWEET STAYS

SOUTH AMERICA

Galapagos on a budget

ABOVE The tropical hues of 
Cartagena in Colombia are a 
photographer’s dream.  

LEFT Spot sleepy Galápagos 
sea lions at Puerto Ayora and 
marine iguanas in groups 
relaxing on the islands’ beaches.

Taking a 4WD tour from 

San Pedro de Atacama 

in Chile to Uyuni in 

Bolivia, traversing desert 

moonscapes and taking 

silly selfies at the salt flats. 

Tours rarely leave until 

vehicles are full so bank on 

doing this tour with others. 

—

Watching the sunrise over 

Machu Picchu in Peru, 

whether you hiked or took 

the train from Cusco. 

—

Mountain biking down 

Bolivia’s infamous Death 

Road and debriefing with 

your fellow riders over  

a few beers afterwards.  

—

Wandering the 

cobblestoned streets of 

Cartagena, Colombia, 

photographing the city’s 

pastel-hued beauty. 

★ If you’re on  

a budget but prefer 

having your own room, try  

El Viajero, a ‘poshtel’ in the  

beautiful Colombian coastal 

city of Cartagena. This  

super-central, air-conditioned 

retreat is the only hostel 

in town with breakfast 

included, and offers a great 

roster of nightly activities. 

(elviajerohostels.com)

★ With five large 

hostels across three 

countries, Loki (named after 

the trickster Norse god) is 

a sure bet for solo travellers 

keen to meet new people (and 

party). Loki Cusco in Peru is 

housed in a beautiful 16th 

century building, while  

Loki La Paz in Bolivia boasts 

a glass-walled sky bar. 

(lokihostel.com)

Lonely Planet’s South 

America travel guides; 

Latin American Spanish 

Phrasebook and Dictionary, 

by Lonely Planet

The Motorcycle Diaries  

by Che Guevara

Inca-Kola by Matthew Parris

The House of the Spirits  

by Isabel Allende

 Thought cruising Ecuador’s Galápagos Islands was out 

of reach for solo travellers? Think again. Many cruise companies 

offer the opportunity to share a berth with another solo traveller 

– and sometimes solos score the whole room to themselves if 

nobody else books the other bunk. If you have time to spare, 

head straight to the capital Quito to score a last-minute deal – 

travellers are rarely left waiting more than a few days to secure 

a berth for as much as 50% off (typically a saving of more 

than US$1000). Choose a standard boat that sleeps around 16 

passengers, as they create an intimate environment perfect for 

getting to know your shipmates. 

Safety: Travel in South America 

involves a degree of risk taking. 

Clue yourself up on potentially 

dangerous regions and activities 

to help you make more informed 

travel decisions. 

Budget: Travelling in Argentina, 

Brazil, Chile and Uruguay can be as  

expensive as travelling in Western 

Europe. Travel in Colombia and 

Peru is a little cheaper, while your 

savings will stretch further in Bolivia.

Health: A yellow fever vaccination 

is required for travel to South 

America. Be vigilant in protecting 

yourself against mosquito-borne 

diseases.  

Books for your 

Backpack
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Make every day an 
adventure in 2018 
This year, we’re encouraging people 
to rethink their perception of travel: 
to find adventure in the everyday and 
make more meaningful connections 
with the people and places they 
encounter.

Book your next 
adventure with us
From Everest Base Camp climbs and 
Moroccan desert treks, to canoeing the 
Amazon and scaling the Andes, we offer 
over 1,000 tours covering a range of travel 
styles, activities and comfort levels.

Your window to the 
world 
From learning to cook in Jordan to 
discovering Mexico’s secret swimming 
holes, our collection of inspiring and 
original videos showcase some of the 
planet’s best travel experiences.

Where to Go When

Lonely Planet’s Atlas of Adventure

The Place to Be

Secret Marvels of the World

It’s time to leave the  
ordinary behind

Whether you’re an adrenaline junkie or long to leave the crowds 
behind, fuel your wanderlust with these beautiful and practical 

hardbacks – now 20% off.

To get yours, visit shop.lonelyplanet.com and enter the code EXPLORE20 at checkout.

http://shop.lonelyplanet.com/world/lonely-planets-atlas-of-adventure-1/
http://shop.lonelyplanet.com/world/secret-marvels-of-the-world-1/
http://shop.lonelyplanet.com/world/where-to-go-when-1/
http://shop.lonelyplanet.com/world/the-place-to-be-1/
www.lonelyplanet.com/video/adventure/v/cha/1
www.lonelyplanet.com/adventure-tours
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/adventure-travel/
https://www.lonelyplanet.com/video/explore-every-day/v/cha/4?utm_source=lp+video&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=solo-travel
https://www.lonelyplanet.com/adventure-tours?utm_source=adventure+tours&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=solo-travel
https://www.lonelyplanet.com/explore-every-day/?utm_source=explore+ever+day&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=solo-travel


We hope this sampler has given you a flavour of  

The Solo Travel Handbook – and perhaps inspired you 

to find out more about travelling on your own.

If you’d like to buy the book, you can do so right here 

shop.lonelyplanet.com. And don’t forgot to add the 

discount EXPLORE20 at the checkout.

Discover more solo travel articles and videos at  

lonelyplanet.com/explore-every-day, and search  

on social media using #goingsolo for photos,  

videos and more. 

http://shop.lonelyplanet.com/world/solo-travel-handbook/
http://lonelyplanet.com/explore-every-day
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