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I’d never given much thought to slow 
travel. Like most people, I booked 
trips with the idea of seeing as 
much as possible in a short space 
of time – ideally for a low price. 
The temptation to thumb through a 

guidebook or find an online list of a city’s 
‘must-sees’ was enormous, and I’d often 
visit somewhere only if it looked like it 
had plenty to keep me busy. But in 2019, 
my partner and I left our full-time jobs on 
a bit of a whim, with just a loose plan to 
spend some time in our favourite country, 
Italy. We had no money saved up, no jobs 
in the pipeline and, frankly, no idea what 
we were doing! Then, just a few weeks 
before we were due to leave, we heard 
about ‘work exchange’, and everything fell 
into place.

Work exchange is a system that allows 
travellers to volunteer help of some 
kind – teaching a language, cooking and 
cleaning, working on a farm – in exchange 
for room and board. There’s not usually 
any money involved, so hosts can get free 
help around the house without exploiting 
their guests, and volunteers can earn their 
accommodation and food, meaning they 

can save money on their travel costs. It’s 
win-win.

As soon as I heard about work exchange, 
I thought it sounded perfect. It was easy 
enough to find willing hosts, as there are 
several online platforms that provide lists 
of people looking for help, and volunteers 
can message them to arrange their trip. My 
partner and I both had a layman’s interest 
in learning about growing our own food, so 
despite never having worked outdoors a day 
in our lives, we chose to work on farm-stays 
– why not push ourselves totally out of our 
comfort zones, right?

As soon as we arrived at our first host’s 
home – a family farmhouse in Emilia-
Romagna’s verdant countryside – we 
realised that this had been a good idea. 
The work was taxing but rewarding, and 
we were glad to be learning new skills and 
enjoying the fresh country air. We were 
given a comfortable room, delicious Italian 
food and plenty of downtime, meaning we 
could explore the area around us and get 
to know our hosts better. It was during 
our time here that I first started to think 
more about slow travel and its numerous 
benefits.

Back in late 2019, CHLOE LAY quit her job to spend some time 
abroad. Little did she know, her whole outlook on life was 

about to change. Six months later, Chloe had a revelation and 
decided she wanted to live a different kind of life... 
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TOP TIPS FOR A GREAT  
WORK EXCHANGE
n Read host reviews. 
Most sites allow hosts and 
volunteers to review each 
other after a stay. Have a 
read through some reviews 
and make sure you like 
what you see before you 
apply for a position.

n Communicate clearly. 
When messaging potential 
hosts, try to get a clear 
understanding of how 
much work they’ll expect 
from you and what you’ll 
get in return – all your 
meals or just some? A 
room to yourself or in a 
dorm?

n Be enthusiastic. Look 
for work you really want to 
do, then get stuck in when 
you arrive. It’ll be a few 
hours each day out of your 
trip, so make sure you’re 
enjoying it.

n Dive in! A huge benefit 
of work exchange is the 
chance to get the inside 
scoop on a place. Grasp 
any opportunities that 
are presented to you and 
enjoy every moment.

Work exchange curious? 
Head over to:

n Workaway (Chloe used 
this one)

n Worldpackers

n Help X

n WWOOF

n Hippohelp

n HelpStay

WHAT IS SLOW TRAVEL?
Most travel today involves either relaxing 
on a beach or rushing around trying to 
cram in as much sight-seeing as possible 
during time off work. Travelling like this 
makes it hard to ever really connect to a 
place, its culture, its people. Slow travel 
aims to combat this. Inspired by the slow 
food movement, it’s about moving slowly, 
spending longer in each destination and 
getting to know the real ins and outs 
of a particular place, making each trip 
more positive and meaningful. It’s all 
about travelling mindfully and more 
sustainably.

The environmental positives of slow 
travel are numerous. Spending more time 
somewhere means it may be feasible to 
avoid aeroplanes and opt for more eco-
friendly modes of transport instead. Once 
you arrive, you might be able to travel 
on foot or by bike if you aren’t in such 
a rush to see all the tourist hotspots. By 
skipping over those places worst affected 
by mass tourism, you’ll also be more 
likely to support local businesses and 
communities.

As well as benefits to the local area, 
slow travel can have a huge impact on the 
sense of self.

SEE LESS, EXPERIENCE MORE
Staying with work exchange hosts turned 
out to be the perfect way to travel more 
slowly. Over the course of six months, 
my partner and I stayed with five host 
families in three regions of Italy, one 
of them for almost three months. This 
allowed us to experience what real 
life was like in each place and to form 
friendships that will last a lifetime. Our 
hosts wanted to share their homes with 
us so that we could get more from our 
time with them, and we were met with 
such generosity that we always felt like 
we got the better end of the deal. Using 
work exchange for free accommodation 
also meant that we were able to visit 
nearby tourist hotspots if we wanted, but 
we were also able to stop contributing 
to mass tourism and reduce our 
environmental footprint on the places we 
visited. We became connected to a slower 
and more natural way of life.

Considering how long we spent in 
a fairly small geographical area, we 
didn’t see as much as you might expect. 
Instead, we fell totally in love with each 
place we stayed and learnt so much about 
ourselves and the way we want to live. 
The experiences I had changed the way 

pasta 
making
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to appreciate my body in a totally 
new way. I felt stronger than I ever 
had before, and I learnt to love my 
body for its ability to do rather 
than disliking it for its failure to be 
a certain way. I’ve struggled with 
chronic illness for the past decade, 
and physical labour isn’t something 
I ever thought would be possible for 
me. But working with my body for six 
months taught me that it’s capable of 
more than I’d realised. Since my stint 
volunteering, I’ve hiked from Florence 
to Venice, covering almost 300km and 
crossing a mountain range, all on foot. 

It’s my greatest achievement to date, 
but it never would have happened 
without my new-found respect for my 
body. It can do amazing things.

GENEROSITY IS POWERFUL – 
AND CATCHING
The hosts I stayed with were nothing 
but generous to my partner and 
me. They opened their homes and 
welcomed us with open arms. This 
generosity and openness to new 
experiences felt like a paradigm shift 
for me. One host had very little to give 
but gave us everything he had anyway, 
providing free-flowing Italian wine 
(a huge perk!) and incredible home-
cooked meals made with mushrooms 
he had foraged from the local area. 
It often felt like we weren’t giving 
enough in return. His generosity and 
openness of spirit has inspired me to 
give back in whatever way I can.

Waste not want not. Most travel 
leads to a huge amount of waste and 
encourages a throwaway culture. 
We’ve all visited the gift shops that 
surround major tourist sights and left 
with arms overflowing with knick-
knacks that we inevitably bin after a 

few months. Travelling mindfully and 
staying with people who were more 
eco-conscious allowed me to develop 
a greater appreciation for the food I 
eat and the waste I generate. Nothing 
our hosts bought, grew or reared was 
wasted, and many of the homes we 
stayed in were powered only by solar 
panels or hydro-electricity. This made 
me more considerate of the energy I 
use and the impact my daily activities 
have on the planet.

The way most people travel lends 
itself well to box-checking and sight-
seeing instead of actually experiencing 
a place. People race to visit as many 
countries as they can and to see the 
top five attractions while they’re there. 
There’s nothing wrong with this if it’s 
the way you like to travel – who am I 
to tell you how to spend your time off? 

I’m not trying to convince you 
that slow and steady always wins the 
race, only that it’s a race I don’t want 
to be a part of anymore. Whether 
I’m travelling or at home, working or 
relaxing, slow travel has taught me 
the importance of finding the good in 
day-to-day life and taking a moment 
to really appreciate what’s going on 
around me. n

 ONE HOST HAD VERY
 LITTLE TO GIVE BUT
 GAVE US EVERYTHING HE
 HAD  ANYWAY... HIS
 GENEROSITY AND
 OPENNESS OF SPIRIT 
 HAS INSPIRED ME TO GIVE
 BACK IN WHATEVER 
 WAY I CAN...

Emilia Romagna


