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Abstract 
 
Background: Globalization and remote work following COVID-19 have boosted the tourism 

profiles of lifestyle travelers. Especially digital nomads, individuals that work remotely while 

traveling. These arising tourists contrast with the mass tourism industry, in the sense that 

digital nomads stay longer and may engage with local culture. However, digital nomads have 

shown mass tourism behaviors, causing negative effects on destinations. 

  

Purpose: Digital nomadism has an impact on destinations, either positive or negative. In the 

case of negative effects, alienation and gentrification often occur within the destination. The 

literature neglects to elaborate on the negative effects of digital nomadism and, most 

importantly, ignores to provide solutions to mitigate them. Therefore, the aim of this study is to 

identify practices that build bridges between digital nomads and destinations and mitigate 

alienation and gentrification. Finally, it is expected to help all stakeholders involved to make 

the movement more sustainable. 

 

Method: To gather insights on practices in destinations, we follow the qualitative approach of 

ethnography, which allows us as researchers to immerse ourselves in the destinations and 

deeply understand stakeholders' practices and strengthen our findings with our own 

experiences. In the form of a multiple case study, we decided to travel to different destinations 

in Malaysia and Colombia to collect insights on the ground. There, we followed a 

triangulation of evidence and collected data by experiencing ourselves as digital nomads, 

conducting interviews, and recording vlogs. 
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Conclusion: To mitigate the negative effects of digital nomads, bundled practices can be 

undertaken. Regularly those practices are based on interaction among stakeholders, where 

locals, related businesses, and digital nomads collaborate, network, exchange knowledge and 

help digital nomads to integrate. Activities based on action are mainly undertaken for 

onboarding support, especially from the business side that provides services for digital 

nomads to adapt. Comparing Colombia and Malaysia, we found that these bundled practices 

help digital nomads and destinations to connect, mitigating gentrification and alienation.   
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1. Introduction 

The following chapter introduces how globalization and digitalization have made it 

easier for people to work and travel simultaneously and describes the emergence of 

digital nomads (DNs) in this context. Then, in the research problem, we will elaborate on 

the effects of DNs on the destinations they visit. Finally, we will describe the purpose and 

aim of the study and define our research question. 

 

1.1 Background 

In today's world, it is hard to survive without a smartphone in your hand. This is true on 

both a personal and professional level. The way we interact has changed since 

globalization and digitalization disrupted the process of transmission and communication 

(Richards, 2015), allowing individuals to enjoy 'symbolic proximity' (Wurtzel & Turner, 

1976). Having this proximity means enabling people to replicate daily routines, such as 

working or having friendly conversations, while traveling (White & White, 2007). This 

makes it easier for people to move and interact, breaking down borders as never before. 

Digitization and globalization have become interdependent, altering not just the way 

individuals engage with one another, but also transforming the way they conduct business 

and move around (Hannam et al., 2014). These facts have contributed to the emergence 

of DNs, individuals who travel while working remotely. 

 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of digital tools has increased, with 

organizations and entrepreneurs now relying on digital tools to work efficiently while 

enjoying more freedom (Chevtaeva et al., 2023). When the entire world was suddenly 

locked down, we already had the digital tools to communicate with our family, friends, 

and co-workers. However, the habits and feasibility of doing so were not as present and 

developed as they are today. The post-pandemic era has integrated more flexibility when 

it comes to working remotely (Chadee et al., 2021), increasing workers’ well-being 

(Chevtaeva et al., 2023). 
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As the pandemic brought the world to a standstill, the tourism industry was one of the 

hardest-hit sectors. The sudden lockdowns and travel restrictions had a crippling effect 

on this industry, forcing businesses to reevaluate their strategies and look for ways to 

adapt to the new reality. In the aftermath of COVID-19, the tourism industry was faced 

with the daunting task of innovating and collaborating to meet the evolving consumer 

behavior (Fusté-Forné & Michael, 2023). As a result, the tourism industry had to put more 

effort into forecasting and had to pay more attention to sustainability (Assaf et al., 2022). 

Coincidentally, new customer profiles were arising before the pandemic such as 

backpackers, or volunteer tourism (Ooi & Laing, 2010), who are usually young people 

with low budgets, escaping from the traditional mass tourism (Pearce, 1990). These 

tourist profiles fall under the umbrella of the “lifestyle traveler” who seeks more genuine 

experiences, stays longer, engages with locals, and cares about the environment (Cohen, 

2011; Kannisto, 2018). These traits matched the post-pandemic requirements of the non-

massified tourism and sustainability (Zerva et al., 2023). Combining the lifestyle 

approach with work-related mobility, we can define the “digital nomads” and differentiate 

them from the rest of lifestyle travelers: Digital Nomads (DNs) “are both highly mobile 

professionals and lifestyle travelers” (Hannonen, 2020, p. 17), that combine working and 

leisure abroad (Thompson, 2019). In some cases they take advantage of less expensive 

locations (Holleran, 2022), and seek the freedom that cannot be found in traditional jobs 

(Hannonen, 2020; Kannisto, 2018). 

 

Sustainable tourism benefits not only the visitor or the tourism industry but also the locals 

i.e., all the people embedded in the society and its culture (Jiwasiddi et al., 2022). This 

holistic vision of tourism emphasizes the importance of collaboration between 

stakeholders (Cannas et al., 2019), to contribute positively to others socially, 

environmentally, and economically (Ng et al., 2017). The so-called “slow tourism” refers 

to a travel approach that prioritizes the quality of the travel experience over the number 

of sights visited.  The travelers that adopt a slow tourism style, take their time, stay longer 

in one place, and engage with the local culture and environment. This approach meets our 

status quo demands and plays well with the mantras of the DN: working remotely while 

traveling, seeking personal growth, and balance (Thompson, 2019). Caring about the 

footprint and staying longer enables nomads to better engage with locals. In this way, the 

DNs' need for socialization is met, while potential collaborations emerge between local 
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and DNs’ ventures. These favorable conditions for digital nomadism and its growing 

popularity have led to the emergence of new policies and business models. However, they 

have not only created opportunities but also social drawbacks (Hermann & Paris, 2020) 

that we will explore further below.  

 

1.2 Research Problem 

Despite increasing attention in the media and a growing number of people adopting this 

lifestyle, especially after covid (Hermann & Paris, 2020), so far little is known about the 

DN movement in general (Aroles et al., 2020; Hannonen, 2020). The relevant literature 

mostly tries to explain the concept of DNs, including their motivations and way of living 

(Chevtaeva & Denizci-Guillet, 2021; Hannonen, 2020; Mancinelli, 2020; Reichenberger, 

2018). 

 

This is paradoxical because, with over 35 million DNs worldwide, the movement is quite 

large (Gili, 2022). Among all, every second DN worldwide is US American. Since the 

pre-pandemic year 2019, the number of US American DNs grew by 131 percent (MBO 

Partners, 2022). Although the USA also remains on top for being the most visited nation 

by DNs, some other countries are well known in the community (Nomad List, 2023a). 

Thailand, for instance, ranks second on the list and offers with Bangkok, Chiang Mai, and 

Koh Phangan some of the most popular DN destinations in the world  (Holidu, 2022). In 

the case of Chiang Mai, the arrival of DNs in Thailand in recent years has mostly 

contributed positively to the destination. Locals report that DNs could contribute to their 

economy through local expenditure and teach them digital work through skill share 

(Jiwasiddi et al., 2022). 

 

However, some other regions and countries may face the downsides of the influx of DNs. 

Especially in the case of “overtourism” or alternatively “overcrowding”, when the 

number of visitors exceeds the local capacities. Overtourism is a complex topic, 

depending on the involved stakeholders and rarely discussed in the literature (Mihalic, 

2020). Although overtourism is caused by all kinds of travelers, DNs among those play a 

significant role in its emergence (Mihalic, 2020; Orel, 2021). Yet, it is shown that a high 

density of tourists in a spot contributes to the destruction of ecological but also cultural 



 
 

 
 

4 

goods and has an impact on the economic and social environment, such as rising housing 

prices or noise pollution (Blázquez-Salom et al.,  2021; Mihalic, 2020; Milano et al., 

2019; MacRae, 2016). 

 

As one of the negative effects of overtourism is gentrification which has been discussed 

in several case studies of tourist cities (Koens et al., 2018). Gentrification can be described 

as a social process that employs various aggressive strategies on a global scale to reclaim 

urban centers predominantly for the middle and upper classes (Smith, 1996; 2002). In 

simpler terms, it refers to the displacement of lower-income residents by individuals or 

groups of higher socioeconomic status (Jover & Díaz-Parra, 2020). In Spain, for example, 

overtourism is illustrated with many case studies. Jover and Díaz-Parra (2020) study the 

case of Seville. In the case of Mallorca, Blázquez-Salom et al. (2021) coinciding with 

Milano et al. (2019), points out that tourism overcrowding could be mitigated by 

decreasing seasonality, limiting tourism towards a higher value visitor or through taxes. 

In the case of the Canary Islands, Santana-Jiménez and Hernández (2011), defends that 

although there is overcrowding, the perception of this phenomenon is distorted by the 

attitude of tourist decision-makers and tourists. In any case, overtourism damages the 

destination through gentrification as we can observe in the case of Barcelona. Different 

groups of tourism stakeholders, including locals, have initiated activist movements 

aiming to solve the phenomenon of overtourism, moving from “growth for development” 

to “degrowth for livability” (Milano et al., 2019, p. 3). Despite the noted drawbacks of 

tourism, this activity serves as an economic engine in the mentioned regions. Therefore, 

it is crucial to preserve the benefits of tourism without succumbing to gentrification 

(Milano et al., 2019).  

 

As mentioned, gentrification is also caused specifically by DNs, as we can see from the 

case of Nosara, a district on the west coast of Costa Rica, known for its picturesque 

beaches and abundant nature. Particularly since Covid, the region has seen a risen influx 

of DNs. Many of the DNs in this region are interested in staying long-term and are seeking 

opportunities to invest in land and property. The increased demand of DNs has caused 

prices for food and especially housing to skyrocket. As one of the consequences, young 

locals in the region are prevented from moving out of their parents' homes because they 

cannot afford it. The sudden arrival of many DNs in the region has created a bubble that 
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is displacing the locals from the most scenic areas and changing the traditional social and 

cultural dynamics of the region. That affects the atmosphere and well-being of locals, 

making them feel alien in their own area and home (Slidebean, 2022). Gentrification has 

also been partly attributed to DNs, in other destinations such as Cluj in Romania 

(McElroy, 2020), or Ubud in Bali (MacRae, 2016). Ubud is a small town that went 

unnoticed until a few years ago when a huge influx of people arrived. Today, Ubud is no 

longer a small town. Several pulls such as the economic benefits of expending the salary 

in a lower currency (geo-arbitrage) or the natural patrimony, have attracted DNs. These 

examples demonstrate the need to approach the gentrification phenomenon not only from 

a sociocultural perspective but also as a holistic phenomenon; since gentrification and 

digital nomadism have demonstrated the ability to create a socio-economic 

transformation (MacRae, 2016). 

 

The case of Nosara also shows that overtourism can alien neighbors and visitors from the 

local tradition and interests. However, relevant literature scarcely refers to alienation in 

the field of tourism and especially lacks considering DNs in this phenomenon (MacRae, 

2016; Xue et al., 2014). Alienation refers to the sense of disconnection or separation that 

an individual experiences from themselves, others, or society. This can manifest as 

feelings of isolation, loneliness, or detachment from one's own values, beliefs, and goals, 

as well as from others (Seeman, 1959). Apart from locals, DNs can also experience 

alienation in the destinations they visit. The image of a destination affected by 

overcrowding is also suffering from lower appraisals and negative experiences among 

visitors including DNs (Jacobsen et al., 2019). Nevertheless, alienation and well-being 

among DNs in relevant literature are limited to the role of co-working or co-living spaces 

(Orel, 2019; Pacheco & Azevedo, 2022; von Zumbusch & Lalicic, 2020). 

 

Concluding, despite the growing relevance and impacts of DNs on destinations, academia 

particularly neglects the negative effects of digital nomadism and, most important, ignore 

the solutions to solve them. Hence, the current literature lacks the inclusion of DNs in the 

sustainable tourism paradigms (Moscardo, 2011).  
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1.3 Research Purpose 

Therefore, we seek to identify practices that build bridges among DNs and destinations 

and mitigate the negative effects of digital nomadism such as alienation and 

gentrification. We will conduct this study from a stakeholder perspective to understand 

how each stakeholder is able to act and contribute to the matter. 

 

To identify patterns of practices, we target to collect and analyze insights from different 

destinations in different countries. The insights gained within this study will present 

solutions that aim to help current and future practitioners in the tourism industry, DNs, 

and destinations to tackle negative effects of digital nomadism, in order to make this 

phenomenon more sustainable for all parties involved.  

 

The study will therefore answer the following research question: 

 

How can digital nomads and destinations connect to mitigate negative effects of 

digital nomadism? 
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2. Literature Review 

In this chapter, we will explore the literature analyzing digital nomadism and delve into 

its roots. To achieve this, we will navigate through diverse branches of academia, 

recognizing digital nomadism as a socially complex phenomenon. Our primary focus will 

be on tourism-related literature, particularly in tourism management and marketing, as 

it provides a managerial and market-oriented view of tourism. However, we will also 

review literature from other fields, such as innovation management, as the multifaceted 

impact of digital nomadism necessitates a broader perspective. We will follow a 

stakeholder approach, to understand the role of all the actors involved in the tourism 

decision-making process and those affected anyhow by digital nomadism. 

 

2.1 Understanding Digital Nomadism 

During the last few decades, lifestyle tourism has gained popularity among tourists as a 

response to the inefficiencies of mass tourism (Moscardo et al., 2013). Academia has 

investigated the profiles and analyzed the so-called lifestyle travelers. This category 

includes, firstly, backpackers who are low-budget tourists that travel with a backpack, 

avoiding mass tourism activities and seeking more nature-based activities (Cohen, 2011). 

Secondly, volunteer tourism involves traveling while serving local communities. These 

primary categories of lifestyle tourism contrast with traditional tourism (Ooi & Laing, 

2010). During the development of these tourism profiles, the pandemic brought the whole 

tourism industry to a halt. Nevertheless, with the easing of restrictions, lifestyle tourism 

has gained momentum as it is better suited to meet COVID requirements. Mass tourism, 

which involves agglomerations of people from all around the world, is considered less 

safe than more isolated tourism styles, such as the alternative styles described by Fusté-

Forné & Michael (2023). 

 

The need to work online due to the pandemic shutdown drove remote work processes 

around the world. This, combined with favorable conditions for lifestyle tourism, created 

the perfect storm for DNs. Makimoto and Manners (1997) coined the term “digital 

nomad” to capture the impact of technology on individuals' lifestyles. According to 

Reichenberger (2018), DNs are young professionals who rely on remote work and live a 
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lifestyle that is not tied to a specific location, often involving travel. Work, leisure, and 

travel blend together for these individuals, creating a unique and dynamic lifestyle. They 

have the ability to sit in a paradisiacal beach bar and work on their computer while the 

sun shines. These are not just tourists passing through – these are the DNs. People who 

have chosen to work remotely and travel the world.    

  

This lifestyle has come under scrutiny by scholars who point to a dichotomy between the 

“sustainable” and the “alienated” DNs. On the one hand, there are DNs who seek to 

engage with destinations and prioritize sustainable practices. These DNs seek authentic 

experiences and prioritize minimizing their impact on the environment and the 

communities they visit. These travelers, also known as “global nomads”, prefer 

minimalism over consumption and tents to stay longer in the destinations they visit (Fan 

et al., 2019). However, it is important to consider that while lifestyle travel tourism 

profiles challenge mass tourism and can be an effective means of resistance and change, 

they can also generate antipathy and reinforce traditional market conventions (Kannisto, 

2018). Hence, on the other hand, there are those who practice a form of digital nomadism 

that is capital-oriented, creating their own isolated bubbles and failing to engage with the 

destination. This type of digital nomadism is unsustainable and apart from the carbon 

footprint that they generate from their flights, their unsustainable behavior can lead to 

problems such as gentrification and discrimination. In fact, Aroles et al. (2020) support 

that digital nomadism is an extension of capitalism rather than an alternative, and we have 

found some case studies that illustrate this claim: McElroy, (2020) studies the case of 

Cluj (Romania), considered the new Silicon Valley in Europe, where many DNs have 

arrived, causing problems such as gentrification, overcrowding, or racial tendencies and 

discrimination between locals and newcomers. Similar problems have been studied by 

academics, as in the case of Ubud (Bali), where DNs have massified the destination 

(MacRae, 2016). This could isolate the DN from the so-called “slow tourism”. This type 

of tourism involves staying longer and getting more involved in the chosen destination. 

It makes tourism a more sustainable experience, not only environmentally but also 

socially (Manthiou et al., 2022).  

  

The concept of sustainability has taken on a new level of importance in tourism 

management research in recent years. As the tourism industry continues to grow and 
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evolve, researchers have introduced new approaches to address past inefficiencies and 

better serve the needs of travelers and destinations alike. It sheds light on the dichotomy 

of opinion that digital nomadism has created in the literature. The sustainability approach 

seeks to address the environmental, social, and economic impacts of tourism and promote 

responsible and sustainable practices. This requires a holistic approach that considers the 

needs of all stakeholders, travelers, local businesses, the public sector, and residents. 

(Mihalic, 2020; Moscardo et al., 2013; Ng et al., 2017). While DNs may engage in 

unsustainable practices, they also have the potential to become important stakeholders in 

more sustainable forms of tourism. As location-independent workers, DNs can potentially 

become slow tourists who immerse themselves in local cultures and contribute to local 

economies in ways that are more sustainable than mass tourism (Manthiou et al., 2022). 

Looking at tourism research, we aim to figure out how to avoid the drawbacks of digital 

nomadism and gain insights into how to make the phenomenon of digital nomadism 

sustainable. This will be our basis to review the literature, looking in depth at how each 

stakeholder interacts with this phenomenon, individually and collectively. 

 

2.2 Key Actors in Digital Nomadism 

2.2.1 Private Sector  

The private sector plays an important role in the tourism industry, as it has the power to 

attract travelers and shape the overall supply of tourism. As a result, the strategic 

approaches taken by the private sector can have a significant impact on society as a whole 

(Benur & Bramwell, 2015). In recent years, the evolution of the tourist profile has become 

an important topic in tourism management. With the rise of digital tools, both online and 

face-to-face interactions during travel have become essential in determining the needs 

and experiences of new tourists. In this context, Cohen (2011) studied and developed 

different tourism profiles in regard to their social contact. Building from this line of 

thinking, Fan et al. (2017) identified different profiles of tourists based on their 

interactions with the destinations. Furthermore, Fan et al. (2019) have further explored 

this phenomenon, highlighting the role of digital tools in shaping tourist behavior. Their 

study highlights how online and offline social contact, motivation, and other factors 

contribute to the development of well-defined tourist profiles that can accommodate 

different types of DNs. For example, the authors propose profiles such as the Daily Life 
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Controller or the Dual Zone Traveler, both of whom keep their remote network active 

while engaging with the visited destination. These characteristics are consistent with 

those of DNs and teleworkers who work in cafes and coworking spaces to balance their 

online interactions with face-to-face relationships (Richards, 2015). By understanding 

these evolving tourist profiles, the tourism industry can better adapt and provide tailored 

services to meet the needs of this growing segment of travelers.  

  

In order to provide appropriate services, hospitality strategists must grasp the nuances of 

new tourism profiles and their varying needs. As DNs become an increasingly recognized 

profile in the industry, it is important to understand their unique needs and how they can 

be accommodated by the private sector. In their recent study, Chevtaeva and Denizci-

Guillet (2021) highlight that DNs place a high value on community spirit. This desire for 

connection and social interaction has been met by the growing popularity of coworking 

spaces, which provide a convenient location for remote work while fostering networking 

opportunities with like-minded individuals. As Chevtaeva and Denizci-Guillet's (2021) 

findings indicate that DNs value practical benefits of community, engagement with 

locals, deep connections, learning, and work balance, they came up with three potential 

niches for coworking spaces: Practical (enhancing convenience and comfort), Social 

(encouraging social interactions through appropriate spaces), and Explorer (encouraging 

outdoor activities and adventures), each of which reinforces different facets of DNs. In 

this way, coworking spaces and similar businesses are perceived by DNs as crucial for a 

smoother balance between work and leisure, and thus for their overall well-being 

(Chevtaeva et al., 2023).  

  

Scholars Bouncken and Reuschl (2018) introduced the concept of coworking spaces to 

the management literature, recognizing the value of these spaces as hubs for innovation 

and knowledge exchange. Coworking spaces act as intermediaries between creative 

individuals and innovative firms, providing a platform for collaboration and the creation 

of synergies. This innovation model has also been studied from an innovation 

management perspective. Capdevila (2015) states that coworking spaces have become an 

essential element of urban innovation ecosystems, where innovation is seen not only as a 

corporate thing but also as a community and individual thing. Coworking spaces “act as 

intermediaries between creative individuals ('underground') and innovative companies 
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('above ground')” (Capdevila, 2015, p.2). These spaces have been found to foster a sense 

of community, which according to Chevtaeva and Denizci-Guillet (2021) is a key value 

for DNs. Similar models are growing around the new demands of work, such as the 

concept of co-living, which has already been identified in the literature as an appropriate 

place for DNs (Blair Wang et al., 2019; Fix & Lesniak, 2017; Orel, 2019; Pacheco & 

Azevedo, 2022; Thompson, 2019). 

   

Academia has recognized the potential of the private sector not only to promote the well-

being of DNs as new target customers, but also as a hub to promote and create synergies 

between DNs, locals, and businesses. That is why the research delves into this holistic 

approach and proposes hybrid management models that combine all the different 

stakeholders, aiming to maximize and sustain the new work requirements as those arising 

from the phenomenon of digital nomadism. Further on, we will explore the role of the 

public sector as a coordinator of these stakeholders as well as the academic view of a 

local-oriented approach that considers the holistic need of the new tourism constraints.  

 

2.2.2 Public Sector  

In recent years, several destinations have experienced an increase in the importance of 

the tourism industry, in contrast to other economic activities. The growth of the service 

sector has come at a cost, as the focus on capital accumulation has led to a neoliberal 

approach that prioritizes the interests of a few at the expense of the broader community 

(Mancinelli, 2020; Matteucci et al., 2022). Selling cities as tourist commodities for capital 

accumulation have led to problems of overtourism. The private sector benefits from this 

approach and fulfills tourist demands, while other stakeholders are jeopardized. In 

response, more holistic approaches involve not only tourists and the hospitality sector but 

also the locals and the public sector (Matteucci et al., 2022). Despite the potential benefits 

of these policy instruments, few countries have fully embraced them. However, Logar 

(2010) suggests that there is a great opportunity for governments to improve their tourism 

sustainability by adopting more effective policies.   

  

While many countries have implemented policies to regulate and manage tourism, the 

effectiveness of these policies can vary depending on the local context. In some cases, 
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responsibility for tourism management falls to the city council, which is expected to act 

in the best interests of the city and its residents. However, the reality is often more 

complicated and there may be conflicts of interest between different stakeholders 

(Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). In contrast, participant-led strategies, which involve the 

people who operate in the tourism industry as well as the leadership of local organizations, 

have shown a greater sense of ownership toward sustainable tourism, better 

communication, and a strong sense of purpose. This approach provides a solid strategic 

direction and more effectively connects industry stakeholders (Beaumont & Dredge, 

2010). As Stevenson et al. (2008) state, in some cases, tourism policies, are 

underestimated in their resource allocation, strategic awareness, and complexity. 

Therefore, it is necessary that decision-makers create close ties to get along and maximize 

tourism outcomes, not only economically, but also socially and environmentally.   

 

Evidence shows that cooperation between different government organizations is key to 

successful tourism strategy implementation. Even in highly centralized governments such 

as China's, literature has shown that inter-organizational national relationships can 

influence local policy implementation. Wang and Ap (2013) identified four constraints 

as barriers to tourism policy implementation. 1) unclear division of authority in tourism, 

2) limited understanding and role of national agencies, 3) lack of incentive/sanction 

mechanism to promote inter-organizational cooperation, and 4) combination of 

government and state-owned enterprises. Therefore, although in this case tourism 

management is centralized by the government, cooperation among stakeholders has been 

found key by academics, understanding the government with a coordinating role. Indeed, 

this fact could be even more notorious with less constrained government styles.    

  

Tourism research has not only shown a consensus on the benefits of collective tourism 

initiatives but has also shown that this phenomenon applies to different contexts. 

Involving all key stakeholders in tourism decision-making (government, private sector, 

NGOs, and locals) has consistently shown good results in both developing and developed 

countries. This fact breaks with the traditional view of tourism policy, which focused on 

aspects such as location, size of destinations, ownership, and wealth structures. This view 

proved to be less important for the efficiency of tourism management. Therefore, having 

a common goal among the actors involved in the tourism industry is more effective in 
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developing successful strategies towards a common value (Simpson, 2008). This is what 

we will explore in the next section.  

  

2.2.3 Locals 

Moscardo (2011) pointed out that the dominant literature does not consider local residents 

or non-economic factors when it comes to tourism management. Fortunately, a shift is 

underway, and nowadays more attention is being paid to the voices of local residents and 

the impact of tourism on their communities. This trend reflects a growing awareness that 

tourism cannot be viewed solely through an economic lens but must also consider its 

social and environmental impacts. As we will explore in this section, a broader vision of 

tourism management is shedding light on the needs of tourism, seeking a balance between 

the needs of visitors, the private sector, and locals.   

  

Destination Management Organizations are entities primarily responsible for managing 

the development and marketing of a specific destination. These organizations typically 

consist of a combination of local businesses, community members, and other stakeholders 

who work together to promote the destination, attract visitors, and make tourism decisions 

(Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). In recent decades, the focus of many Destination 

Management Organizations has been on prioritizing the needs of visitors and maximizing 

profits, often at the expense of the locals. While this approach has contributed to the 

growth of the tourism industry, it has also had negative consequences for some 

stakeholders. One of the most significant challenges facing communities that rely heavily 

on tourism is overcrowding. This phenomenon, often referred to as gentrification, occurs 

when the influx of tourists leads to an increase in demand for housing and other resources. 

It drives up prices and makes it more difficult for local residents to afford to live in their 

own communities. As a result, many stakeholders have begun to question the priorities of 

Destination Management Organizations and advocate for a more balanced approach that 

considers the needs of both visitors and locals (Koens et al., 2018). This may involve 

implementing policies that prioritize sustainability, such as limiting visitor numbers, 

promoting responsible tourism practices, or developing initiatives that support local 

businesses, residents, and locals. Therefore, allowing locals to participate in tourism 

decision-making.     
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The concept of Community Benefit Tourism Initiatives (CBTIs), as defined by Simpson 

(2008), points out that when it comes to the impact of tourism, factors that are usually 

considered relevant, such as location, ownership structure, business size or wealth, are 

not as important as having a common goal among all stakeholders involved. This 

approach is consistent with previous literature supporting holistic forms of tourism. For 

example, Timothy (1998) presents a model of tourism planning that involves further 

collaboration between authorities. This also facilitates the authenticity required for 

sustainable tourism. Similarly, the study by Henderson (2000) analyzes the case of 

Singapore's China Town. The author argues that the tourism industry should not be the 

only one telling “the story” because its focus is on maximizing profit. According to 

Henderson (2000), for authenticity to endure, locals should not be denied their rightful 

opportunity to participate in the visitor's experience. Without local participation, the lack 

of authenticity would devalue the visitor experience and thus the overall value creation in 

the long run.   

  

More recently, various hybrid approaches to tourism management have emerged, such as 

the destination branding model, which involves the four stakeholder groups (visitors, 

locals, businesses, and governments). Blain et al. (2005) define destination branding as a 

set of marketing activities that consist of (1) creating a name, symbol, and logo that 

differentiates the destinations. (2) Conveying the expectation of a memorable travel 

experience that is uniquely associated with the destination. (3) Consolidate emotional 

connection. (4) Reduce consumer search costs and perceived risk. All to positively 

influence consumer destination choice. The authors argue that Destination Management 

Organizations should more fully and actively involve the locals and the private sector, 

e.g., gas stations, and restaurants, in activities related to effective destination branding. 

The involvement of these stakeholders in the branding process is crucial for the success 

and sustainability of tourism (García et al., 2012). This conceptualization of tourism 

management has been studied by authors such as Kotler and Gertner (2002) and 

Hankinson (2001, 2004, 2007, 2009), who frame tourism management as part of the 

marketing branch for destinations. It encompasses a comprehensive strategy that 

considers all the relevant actors involved. Slogans such as “Colombia is Passion!” and “I 

love New York” illustrate the proliferation of destination symbols that position themselves 
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as different places to visit (García et al., 2012). In order to achieve branding success, close 

ties and collaboration among stakeholders are required (Hankinson, 2004).  

 

Speaking of DNs, the importance of the private sector has manifested itself with the 

pulling business models that have emerged as coworking spaces. The diversification of 

tourism products to meet the demands of new customer niches, such as DNs, can be an 

effective strategy to avoid the negative impacts of the mass tourism approach, which is 

highly based on intensification (Benur & Bramwell, 2015). Nevertheless, it is essential to 

take a step back and consider the broader context of the tourism industry, where multiple 

actors beyond supply and demand are affected by market transactions. Cannas et al. 

(2019) highlights the role of social values in co-creation toward sustainability. These 

authors studied the case of Serdex, an alternative currency on the island of Sardinia, which 

is based on trust and makes society more resilient through collaboration, addressing 

traditional tourism problems. This paper pragmatically exemplifies and supports the 

importance of the virtuous cycle that social values and cooperation have in the tourism 

industry. As we have learned through this literature review, tourism and labor trends have 

implications not only for the service industry but for society as a whole. As noted in the 

human relations literature, the rise of digital technologies has facilitated a shift toward 

alternative work organization, such as digital nomadism, which in turn leads to greater 

geographic career transitions. This spatial clustering of creative industries has important 

implications for urban studies. There is a need to attract and retain creative talent in their 

efforts to support local economic growth (Alacovska et al., 2021). Hence, it becomes 

crucial to acknowledge the interdependence between work and tourism and to understand 

the wider ramifications of these trends. This includes involving local stakeholders in 

Destination Management Organizations, enabling them to make informed decisions that 

positively impact both the economy and society at large. 

 

Digital nomadism has the potential to bring innovative fresh air to regions that need it, 

while these communities can help remote workers develop their careers and facilitate their 

well-being. This movement is new, and the literature identifies the pros and cons. 

However, due to the complex network of actors involved in this phenomenon, a more 

detailed and holistic vision of the movement would provide an accurate analysis of the 

effects that the specific profile of the DN has on the destinations. There is a lack of 
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recognition of the positive impacts that digital nomadism can generate within society, as 

well as potential solutions to address current problems. What are the drivers of 

engagement? Is it food? Is it language? How can the locals use the knowledge of the 

DNs? Is it a pattern or different in each destination? We will strive to explore practical 

approaches for harnessing the potential benefits of digital nomadism in a pragmatic 

manner, acknowledging the inherent complexity of this lifestyle and seeking to create 

meaningful connections and collaborations. 
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3. Methodology 

The following chapter describes our methodological framework. First, we will elaborate 

on our philosophical approach to research and provide a research context for our study. 

Second, we will present the process of case selection and our methods of data collection. 

Lastly, we will describe how we analyzed the collected data and showcase ethical 

considerations and limitations. 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach  

To structure our research approach, we used the four-ring model introduced by Easterby-

Smith et al. (2018), alternatively referred to as the research onion model by Saunders et 

al. (2019). 

 

 

Figure 1: Four-Ring Model by Easterby-Smith et. al. (2018) 

 

In our pursuit to gain a comprehensive understanding of digital nomadism and to uncover 

practices that foster connections between DNs and destinations, we recognize the 

significance of gathering insights from diverse perspectives. By combining viewpoints 

from various stakeholders involved in this phenomenon, we can obtain valuable 

information that enhances our understanding. By talking to people from diverse groups 

involved in digital nomadism and combining different truths, we will better understand 

the studied phenomenon. Therefore, the underlying perception of reality that we follow 
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(ontology) is relativism, which acknowledges that facts depend on the point of view of 

each observer (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). This ontology is suitable for our study since 

it requires understanding the different perceptions of many people involved. 

 

Our object of study is a social occurrence driven and studied by human beings. By putting 

ourselves in the shoes of the main characters, the DNs, we will be able to empathize, feel, 

and understand what is going on. Therefore, our view of what knowledge is and how it is 

created (epistemology) is based on social constructionism. We are part of the 

phenomenon as citizens, but also as ethnographers, aiming to collect data from different 

stakeholder perspectives to understand digital nomadism. For this purpose, we have 

chosen two emerging countries that are gaining popularity in digital nomadism, and we 

will induce solutions from the data that we will collect empirically. 

 

“One single truth does not exist. History is never complete. Everyone narrates from their 

point of view; from the role they have played in the scheme of things. And when they 

intertwine, these narratives are transformed, enriched, they become more complex”. 

(Museum House of Memory of Medellín, 2023). 

 

3.2 Case Context 

In order to gather insights about how to connect DNs and destinations, we follow a 

multiple-case study approach and selected two countries that face a similar situation 

regarding digital nomadism. By analyzing multiple cases, we will be able to identify 

patterns that might remain hidden in single-case studies. This method is also suitable to 

tackle complex and multifaceted phenomena such as digital nomadism since it allows to 

explore different aspects across multiple contexts and perspectives (Yin, 2014). 
 

We specifically selected two countries that are considered emerging DN countries and 

therefore do not currently face a significant risk of negative DN effects. We believe that 

conducting our study in these types of countries, as opposed to overcrowded destinations 

that are already struggling with diverse issues, will provide valuable insights for 

developing effective solutions. However, we also needed to choose countries that have 
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some experience with DNs, as this would help to ensure that our findings are relevant and 

applicable. 

 

To identify suitable countries, we first looked at the introduction of DN visas as an 

indicator of their experience with the DN phenomenon. Currently, 54 countries have 

introduced some type of DN visa, with most being in Europe (Johnson, 2022). From this 

list, we then selected Malaysia and Colombia for the following reasons: firstly, both 

countries introduced DN attraction programs in October 2022, making them among the 

most recent to do so (Cunningham, 2022; VisaGuide.World, 2022). Secondly, they have 

similarly low numbers of DNs compared to their neighboring countries, such as Thailand 

and Brazil, which are already well-established in the DN community (Nomad List, 

2023a). By choosing countries with these similarities and differences, we believe that our 

study will provide a comprehensive understanding of the possible solutions for 

connections among stakeholders in DN destinations. 

 

3.3 Case Selection 

The next step was to identify destinations within Malaysia and Colombia to conduct the 

study. We decided to take a closer look at two destinations in each country to explore 

each destination in depth. We surveyed DNs around the world to recommend suitable 

locations in both countries, as none of us researchers had been to either country before. 

To do this, we joined some of the largest DN groups on Telegram and Facebook 

worldwide and for each of the countries, and asked the following question: What are the 

top destinations for digital nomads in Malaysia/Colombia and why? In the next step, we 

categorized the given information into destinations, keywords, number of mentions for 

each destination, and sources. The complete matrix can be found in Appendix 1.  

 

In the case of Malaysia, we received 49 recommendations for ten different destinations 

throughout the country, such as Kuching, Kota Kinabalu, or Johor Bahru. However, the 

most popular destination was George Town with 14 votes, closely followed by Kuala 

Lumpur with twelve votes. George Town is located on the Malaysian island of Penang in 

the northern part of Malaysia. It is the capital of the state of Penang and the second most 

populous city in Malaysia with a population of approximately 1.77 million people. The 
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DNs in the online communities mainly associated the city with friendly people, beaches, 

delicious food, and colonial history. Kuala Lumpur is the capital and largest city of 

Malaysia and has a population of approximately 1.95 million people (Department of 

Statistics Malaysia, 2023). According to DNs, the city is characterized by, among other 

things, the ease of living, the English proficiency of the locals, and an advanced digital 

infrastructure (Garreth, 2022). 

 

For the survey on emerging destinations in Colombia, we received a total of 34 

recommendations spread over eleven different destinations, such as Cali, Santa Marta, or 

the capital Bogota. However, the communities preferred Medellín the most, with eleven 

votes, followed by Cartagena with seven votes. Medellín is home to 2.5 million people, 

making it the second-largest city in Colombia after Bogota (National Administrative 

Department of Statistics Colombia, 2018a). DNs especially appreciate finding many like-

minded DNs in the city. In addition, the city is known for a high availability of coffee 

shops, coworking spaces, good transportation, or a stable internet connection as we have 

been told in our surveys. Despite its popularity, Medellín was also the most criticized of 

all Colombian destinations in terms of serious safety issues and the risk of getting bored 

easily. Cartagena, the second most popular destination in Colombia, is a port city in the 

northern part of the country with a population of approximately 1.03 million (National 

Administrative Department of Statistics Colombia, 2018b). In the survey that we 

overtook, the nomadic community emphasized the architecture of the old city as well as 

the possibility of outdoor activities. 

 

After conducting the social media surveys, we wanted to ensure that the four selected 

destinations were suitable for our study, that is, that they were considered emerging and 

promising DN destinations in each of the countries. During our research, we came across 

several blogs reviewing the selected destinations from a DN’s perspective. Kuala Lumpur 

and George Town were indeed listed as the top destinations in Malaysia by far. Similarly, 

Colombia's Medellín and Cartagena were listed among the top destinations for DNs in 

the country (Boston, 2022; Taylor, 2021; Nomad List, 2023b; 2023c). 

 

In addition, Nomad List (2023d) ranks Medellín (7th), Kuala Lumpur (11th), and George 

Town (15th) among the most popular and emerging destinations worldwide in March 
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2023. The importance of each of the four destinations to DNs is also reflected in the size 

of their Facebook groups. In March 2023, the largest DN groups in Malaysia are in Kuala 

Lumpur and Penang with 1976 members (Kuala Lumpur Digital Nomads) and 810 

members (Penang Digital Nomads). For Colombia, the largest DN group is in Medellín 

with 17257 members (Medellín Expats & Digital Nomads, 2023) and Cartagena with 

1275 members (Cartagena Digital Nomads, 2023). 
 
Based on the selection process described above, we decided to conduct our study in 

Malaysia in Kuala Lumpur and George Town, and in Colombia in Medellín and 

Cartagena. In the following, we describe the data collection process within those 

destinations. 

 

3.4 Data Collection 

For our data collection process, we decided to use ethnography as our primary research 

method. Ethnography is a qualitative research approach that allows us as researchers to 

immerse ourselves in a destination's ecosystem, including culture and social environment, 

to deeply understand stakeholders' behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs (Dumont, 2022). In 

our case, we wanted to gather data on practices that can be undertaken to mitigate or at 

best prevent negative effects between DNs and destinations in each of the four cases in 

both countries. Here, we are seeking to gain insights on the status quo, i.e., already applied 

practices, and suggested practices that could be applied. 

 

Since we did not know prior to the field study who among the stakeholders would be able 

to provide insights, we decided not to limit our potential participants and environments 

in the destinations. Instead, we took every opportunity to connect and to exchange 

thoughts with all the stakeholders we encountered by “going with the flow”. In addition, 

our interviewees connected us with their contacts for interviews in the form of snowball 

sampling. Throughout the ethnography, we constantly reviewed and reflected on our 

approach to immerse ourselves in the local environment and connect with stakeholders 

who could provide valuable insights on the topic. Recognizing that one type of 

stakeholder was lacking insights, we focused on outreach and engagement with 

stakeholders who were aware of the movement. For example, we realized that coffee shop 
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owners were not familiar with digital nomadism, whereas coworking space managers 

could provide valuable insights. 

 

We conducted the ethnography using a global team-based approach, with each of us 

researchers traveling to one country and two destinations (Jarzabkowski et al., 2015). 

Author 1, being a native Spanish speaker, traveled to Cartagena and Medellín, while 

author 2, being familiar with the Southeast Asian region, conducted the study in Kuala 

Lumpur and George Town. We stayed at each destination for one to two weeks, the point 

at which we reached knowledge saturation without gaining further insight. By collecting 

information day by day during this period, we were able to gain a holistic understanding 

of the destination’s DN ecosystem. 

 

The data collection in the destinations followed the approach presented by Aguilar 

Delgado and Barin Cruz (2014). Therefore, we based our data collection on three main 

pillars: shadowing, reflexive journals, and practitioners' diaries. The purpose of this 

triangulation of evidence was to strengthen and double-check our findings (Yin, 2014).  

 

Shadowing is a technique in which the researcher closely follows the object, practice, or 

people being studied. The goal of the research is to develop an understanding of the 

activities and relationships of an actor (Aguilar Delgado & Barin Cruz, 2014). However, 

in our study, we are interested in obtaining a holistic picture of sustainability in relation 

to all stakeholders, rather than the situation or point of view of a single specific actor, 

such as a DN. For this reason, we decided to put ourselves in the role of a DN and 

“shadow” our own experiences as a DN. By adopting the lifestyle and travel behavior, 

we were able to observe and evaluate firsthand the practices and habits of a DN in these 

destinations, but also to connect with stakeholders who could provide valuable 

information along the way. Therefore, we focused on using services and accommodations 

that are commonly preferred for staying and working, such as hostels, cafes, and 

coworking spaces. However, we also interacted and engaged with locals and explored 

locations “under the radar” to explore and identify the possibilities of connecting with the 

locals. To produce and collect data for our analysis, we then reflected on these 

observations and experiences in the format of recorded vlog journals that lasted 2 to 18 

minutes. In these self-interviews, we shared all our experiences including activities, 
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struggles, doubts, feelings, concerns, and comments about being a DN in the destinations 

(Aguilar Delgado & Barin Cruz, 2014). Being personally involved in the setting, we want 

to “tell our own stories” that are part of the data collection (Anteby, 2013). 

 

The practitioners’ diaries defined the core part of our data collection and consisted of 

spontaneous conversations and semi-structured interviews (Aguilar Delgado & Barin 

Cruz, 2014). Both types followed a framework of guiding questions, which can be found 

in Appendix 2. Spontaneous conversations were conducted in the places we visited as 

DNs, such as cafes, hostels, and co-working spaces. The interviewees for the semi-

structured, longer interviews were often identified and contacted via the Facebook groups 

we used for selecting our destinations. Depending on the preference of the interviewee, 

we conducted the semi-structured interviews in person or digitally via Microsoft Teams. 

In the case of a digital interview, both authors could join the discussion. All digital 

interviews were recorded and automatically transcribed, but only a few onsite interviews 

were recorded to maintain the flow and keep the conversation authentic. The insights 

from these unrecorded interviews as well as spontaneous conversations were then 

additionally shared in our vlogs. 

 

During our ethnography, we interviewed different stakeholders that we reviewed in the 

literature review. Among others, DNs, different kinds of tourists such as backpackers or 

short-time visitors, locals, and personnel of coworking spaces, startup hubs, and hotels. 

Both authors regularly switched their workplaces to gain as many insights and to talk to 

as many people as possible. In addition, Author 2 changed accommodations daily to get 

to know as many people as possible. Due to the lack of insight, author 1 redirected the 

research in Cartagena to the new destination of Santa Marta. During the field study, 

interviewees also recommended visiting Santa Marta, which was close by and also 

trending among DNs. 

 

Table 1 below provides an overview of the interviews and vlogs, organized by destination 

and interviewee. Grouping the interviewees together, we identified, apart from DNs, two 

other main stakeholders being somehow related to DNs: Locals and businesses. 

Representatives from the public sector could not be reached. Locals in our study are 

referring to permanent residents regardless of their origin and duration of stay in the 
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destination. Businesses refer to those firms in the private sector that regularly interact 

with DNs or that have DNs as their customers such as coliving spaces, coworking spaces, 

or hostels. 
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Destinations 

 Interviewees Kuala Lumpur Recorded George Town Rec. Medellín Rec. Cartagena Rec. Santa Marta Rec. 

Lo
ca

ls
 

Local 1 59 mins. / 120 

mins. 

Yes/No 121 mins. No 44 mins. Yes 3 mins. No 4 mins. No 

Local 2 53 mins. / 170 

mins. 

Yes/No 117 mins. No 125 mins. No 4 mins. No 2 mins. No 

Local 3 63 mins. Yes   180 mins. No     

Local 4 35 mins. Yes   210 mins. No     

D
N

s 

DN 1 78 mins. Yes 22 mins. Yes 47 mins. Yes 8 mins. Yes 10 mins. Yes 

DN 2 42 mins. Yes 35 mins. Yes 6 mins. Yes 5 mins. No 8 mins. No 

DN 3 240 mins. No 32 mins. Yes 15 mins. Yes   16 mins. No 

DN 4 30 mins. No 32 mins. Yes 20 mins. No   212 mins. No 

DN 5 10 mins. No   4 mins. No   21 mins. No 

Tourists 110 mins. No   10 mins. No 35 mins.  No 20 mins. No 

B
us

in
es

se
s 

Co-working 1 29 mins. Yes 34 mins. Yes 34 mins. Yes     

Co-working 2   17 mins. Yes 50 mins. Yes     

Co-working 3     10 mins. Yes     

Association     44 mins. Yes     

Co-Living       40 mins. No 28 mins. Yes 

Management of Hostel 35 mins. No       47 mins. No 

Receptionist 1 20 mins. No   15 mins. No     

Receptionist 2 5 mins. No   12 mins. No     

Security Guard 6 mins. No   6 mins. No     

V
lo

gs
 

Vlog 1 11mins. Yes 7 mins. Yes 5 mins. Yes 15 mins. Yes 17 mins. Yes 

Vlog 2 16 mins. Yes 18 mins. Yes 2 mins. Yes 3 mins. Yes   

Vlog 3 15 mins. Yes 10 mins. Yes 3 mins. Yes 2 mins. Yes   

Vlog 4 10 mins. Yes 12 mins. Yes 6 mins. Yes     

Vlog 5 6 mins. Yes 4 mins. Yes 10 mins. Yes     

Vlog 6 8 mins. Yes 7 mins. Yes 6 mins. Yes     

Vlog 7 8 mins. Yes   2 mins. Yes     

Vlog 8     16 mins. Yes     

Total 1179 mins 468 mins 882 mins. 115 mins. 385 mins 

Table 1: Overview of Interviews and Vlogs 
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3.5 Data Analysis 

Our data analysis followed a rigorous and iterative process that allowed us to identify 

practices within each destination before generalizing patterns across destinations (Yin, 

2014). 

 

First, we utilized an open coding approach to identify diverse practices related to DNs in 

each destination. Because we recorded ourselves from the perspective of a DN and 

included insights from the unrecorded interviews in the vlogs, the vlogs were coded in 

the same way as the other recorded interviews. 

 

The filtered quotes related to practices of stakeholders in the destinations were then 

summarised in first-order concepts, ensuring that they were closely tied to the underlying 

quotes and began with a verb to describe a practice. We then reflected on each of the 

developed first-order concepts to filter out quotes that did not include practices that bring 

DNs and destinations in contact, i.e., to connect both parties, with the aim of mitigating 

negative effects of digital nomadism, specifically alienation and gentrification. 

 

Afterwards, we attempted to identify links between the first-order concepts across all 

destinations and developed second-order concepts that included multiple first-order 

concepts. Since we took a stakeholder perspective, we made sure to link first-order 

concepts only to others reported by the same stakeholder group (i.e., locals, DNs, or 

businesses). We repeated this process iteratively until we achieved cohesion. 

 

Finally, we compared the first-order concepts of all destinations per each second-order 

concept to identify patterns. This cross-case investigation allowed us to uncover novel 

findings in our data analysis, in line with Yin's methodology (2014). 
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3.6 Quality of Data 

In order to approach trustworthiness and ensure sufficient data quality, we followed the 

following four criteria by Lincoln et al. (1985): credibility, dependability, transferability, 

and confirmability. 

 

Credibility in the context of qualitative research refers to the extent to which the findings 

of a study resemble reality (Stahl & King, 2020). In order to gain insights and findings 

that are as close to reality as possible, and through the use of ethnography, we immersed 

ourselves in the destination ecosystem as DNs, visiting all destinations in both countries. 

This gave us the opportunity to deeply understand the behaviors, attitudes, and practices 

of the stakeholders within the culture and social environment of the destination. Apart 

from that, this on-site field research contributed to a rich understanding of the context.  

 

In addition, we followed various processes of triangulation. In this sense, triangulation 

describes the concept of using multiple sources and procedures to identify patterns. By 

using multiple methods of data collection, such as shadowing, practitioners' diaries, and 

reflexive journals, we collected information on digital nomadism from multiple 

perspectives, thus forming a methodological triangulation. Snowball sampling was used 

to reach a wider range of participants. Interviewing different stakeholders such as locals, 

DNs, expats and managers of coworking spaces, start-up hubs, and hotels ensured a 

variety of perspectives on the research topic. Using a team-based approach with both 

authors from different backgrounds and locations ensured a diverse perspective and 

minimized the potential for bias. In terms of investigator triangulation, author 1 and 

author 2 analyzed each other's first and second-order coding for comprehension, 

coherence, and completeness. Specifically, both authors ensured that each other's quotes 

and first-order concepts referred to a specific practice of a stakeholder linking DNs and 

destinations. In addition, care was taken to ensure that no important quote or concept was 

overlooked or misinterpreted. Finally, environmental triangulation was achieved because 

both authors collected data in different contexts through different destinations and 

settings. 

 

Following the concept of prolonged engagement, each of the authors spent at least one 

week in each of the assigned destinations, which defined the point of saturation. This 
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allowed the authors to spend sufficient time to familiarize themselves with and gain a 

deep understanding of the different environments and their actors, thus providing valuable 

insights (Lincoln et al., 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). 

 

Following the criterion of dependability and therefore to build trust among the authors, 

each author was informed of the other's work and process, listened to each other's field 

notes, and provided feedback and criticism through peer-debriefing. This provided an 

opportunity to adjust interview guidelines and direct the authors to interview participants 

who could provide valuable insights (Lincoln et al., 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). 

 

Transferability in qualitative research refers to the extent to which the findings of a study 

from one context can be applied or transferred to other contexts or settings. In addition to 

the aspects mentioned above, we did not limit our potential participants and tried to 

connect and reach out to all kinds of stakeholders. This broadened the insights represented 

in our data and thus increased the transferability of our findings to different stakeholder 

groups (Lincoln et al., 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). 

 

Confirmability is the criterion that ensures the neutrality of the findings, i.e., that the 

findings actually represent the participants' responses and not the author's opinion. 

Although our experiences and thoughts in the form of vlogs are part of the data analysis, 

the majority of the collected data comes from different types of stakeholders. On the other 

hand, the author's reflexivity in the form of vlogs also helped to evaluate and confirm or 

disprove the participants' answers. Finally, the majority of the interviews were 

transcribed, which allows other researchers and interested parties to check the validity of 

the interpretations derived from the data (Lincoln et al., 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). 

 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

This study involved the collection and analysis of data from human participants and, as 

such, it was essential to ensure the ethical conduct of research to protect the rights and 

welfare of participants and to maintain the integrity of the research process. Therefore, 

we followed ethical considerations in accordance with the data quality criteria described 

above. 
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First, we obtained informed consent from each participant in this study. All participants 

allowed us to use their responses for this study. Participants were informed of the purpose 

of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation, and their right to withdraw at any 

time. Although we did not ask for any personal information because it was not necessary 

for the purpose of the study, participants were informed that their participation would be 

anonymous and that their responses would be kept confidential. However, all data 

collected in this study was kept strictly private, and any identifying information provided 

by participants was not used for data analysis. To further ensure privacy and security, 

participant data was stored on password-protected devices to which only the two authors 

of this study had access. 

 

In addition, participants were assured that there would be no negative consequences for 

their participation. This helped to ensure that participants felt comfortable and safe 

participating in the study. Informed consent was given verbally, as we believe that written 

informed consent would have resulted in participant refusal or would have affected the 

data collected and therefore our findings. 

 

Finally, participants were treated with respect and dignity. They were not subjected to 

any physical or psychological harm and their autonomy was respected throughout the 

study. This ensured that participants' rights and welfare were protected. 

 

3.8 Limitations 

Our study including the chosen data collection methods have also some limitations. First, 

we relied on communities from social platforms to gather information about popular DN 

destinations in Malaysia and Colombia. This approach may have resulted in a biased 

sample since not all DNs are members of these specific Facebook groups we conducted 

our surveys. In addition, our study focused on only two or three destinations in each 

country, which may not provide a comprehensive understanding of the DN movement in 

these countries. Our study may also be limited by the fact that we did not have prior 

experience visiting Malaysia or Colombia or being a DN ourselves. This lack of 

familiarity with the local culture and context may affect the interpretation of the findings.  
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4. Empirical Findings 

The following chapter presents the findings of our study. First, we will introduce the 

reader to our overall impression of each of the destinations visited. Secondly, we will 

present our table according to Gioia et al. (2013) that summarizes our findings to then 

explain them in more detail. Furthermore, we will elaborate more on the patterns across 

the destinations. Finally, we categorize the practices and explain how they mitigate 

negative effects on destinations. 

 

4.1 Introduction to Destinations 

Colombia is known for being among the most biodiverse nations in the world (World 

Atlas, 2023). Apart from the beauty of its landscape, this explosion of life is noted in 

several aspects: from the number of people that live in the metropolis to the social, 

resilient, and entrepreneurial culture. It is not causality that this region gave birth to the 

literary genre of magic realism. Magic realism aims to show the weird or surreality as 

something normal and routinary. This illustrates the vibe that Colombia transmits, where 

from ashes life is born and where anything is possible. 

 

Despite being hit by war and narcotrafficking, and with the armed conflict still ongoing 

in some areas, cities such as Medellín have shown an impressive example of overcoming 

adversity. Some of the most dangerous neighborhoods in the world have become centers 

of culture and tourist spots that have brought prosperity, such as Comuna 13 in Medellín 

(Walzer, 2019). The city of Medellín, the capital of the region of Antioquia and the 

territory of the “Paisa” culture, is known as one of the most prosperous regions in the 

country (Sanclemente Téllez, 2010). Medellín has become the most important tourist 

destination in Colombia, surpassing Cartagena, a coastal city with colonial-style 

architecture on the Caribbean side of the country, and now is among the best destinations 

in the world (Oliver, 2022; Times, 2023). Since the city has shown several benefits for 

visitors, digital nomadism has become a relevant phenomenon for the destination.  

 

During my stay as a DN, I realized that even though it can bring some opportunities, it 

also comes with risks. People started to talk and complain about DNs while I was there, 
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and that made an echo in the streets and even in the press (Caparroso, 2023). We aim to 

identify and tackle those risks through practices that connect both DNs and the 

destination. The phenomenon is quickly settling in the country, especially in these tourist 

spots, and although the challenges are significant, there is nothing impossible when it 

comes to the magic realism that permeates Colombia. 

 

I first visited Medellín, which is currently booming in the phenomenon of digital 

nomadism. As our questionnaire to choose destinations showed that people voted 

Cartagena as a second option, I decided to go there. However, I had the feeling that 

Cartagena was not as popular a destination since some interviewees and internet videos 

pointed to more attractive destinations for DNs such as Santa Marta. I went to Cartagena 

to verify this myself, and indeed, there wasn't much data to collect. Therefore, I had to 

pivot and add a new destination to my trip to better assess the influence of digital 

nomadism on Colombian society. “Cartagena is more for mass tourism or normal 

tourism than Santa Marta” and “Santa Marta is more genuine experience” – said a DN. 

“I like to hang out in Santa Marta and Medellín” – said another DN. 

 

Malaysia is worth visiting as a DN. At least this is my summary after spending several 

weeks in the country and exploring it from the perspective of a DN. The consistently 

warm yet humid weather, delicious yet affordable and varied street food as well as the 

incredible hospitality of the local people make this country on my list of places to visit as 

a DN. However, as expected, my visit to the country confirmed that digital nomadism has 

not yet arrived in the country to the extent that it is visible and remarkable. Therefore, the 

country and its destinations can still be seen as a hidden gem, “under the radar”. 

 

Kuala Lumpur as the capital and largest city in the country is suitable for DNs who are 

looking for new adventures every day that a big city usually has to offer: shopping, 

nightlife, and hospitality wherever you go. To focus on work, there is a wide range of 

coworking spaces throughout the city, most of which are easily accessible by public 

transportation. However, since most of the hostels I stayed in had large lunch or lobby 

areas that already resembled a coworking space, I and many other DNs in the hostels saw 

no need to leave the accommodation and spend extra money on coworking. Therefore, 
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most of the interviews were conducted in the hostels and accommodations where I was 

staying. 

 

This was similar in George Town, which I visited after Kuala Lumpur. Arriving there, I 

quickly realized why it is considered one of the must-see places in the country. The 

architecture left over from the former British colonial era, the narrow streets with their 

canals and street art, and the delicious street food that can be found around every corner 

make this destination a unique one to remember. However, the city was far from being 

overrun by DNs. Contrary to my expectations, I struggled to find many DNs. The 

destination gave me more of a backpacker vibe, the hostels were not comfortable to work 

in as they lacked tables or lunch areas. Just like in Kuala Lumpur, I could hardly find any 

co-living options. Instead, it was worth visiting the coworking spaces around the city, 

which were either free or very cheap. 

 

4.2 Connecting through Practices 

The table below is inspired by Gioia et al. (2013) and summarizes our findings. An 

extended version can be found in Appendix 3. Each of the first-order concepts represents 

a practice that connects DNs and the destination and is linked to only one quote. Similar 

first-order concepts from different stakeholders (locals, DNs, businesses) are then linked 

to one of the five summarizing second-order concepts, which we also call bundled 

practices. Finally, the five bundled practices are defined by two aggregate dimensions. 

 

In the following, we will elaborate on our findings for each of the bundled practices. In 

doing so, we will follow a storytelling approach and describe how each of the elaborated 

practices (first-order concepts) connects the stakeholders to each other. 

 

Describing our experiences and findings through a storytelling approach and describing 

the context and atmosphere in which the interviews took place is intended to help the 

reader better understand the findings. 
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Table 2: Summarized Findings according to Gioia et al. (2013) 
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4.2.1 Connecting through Networking 

 

Author 1 

Before starting my trip to Colombia, I made a list of firms that I thought could provide 

me with insights about DNs. I contacted coworking spaces, coliving spaces, hotels, and 

hostels. I was proud to have received more responses than author 2, which started to show 

what I was going to experience in the city of Medellín – closeness, familiarity, and 

kindness. In fact, my first interviews were with coworking managers, and I discovered 

that this friendly attitude was also present among these businesses that collaborated with 

each other. I got the feeling that people in this region were really entrepreneurial and open 

to create ties among the stakeholders. “We have had an interesting exchange with another 

coliving” – said a coliving space manager. 

 

Not far from reality, that is what I found. Upon arriving in Medellín, I immediately 

noticed the city's strong entrepreneurial spirit. Known as the city of eternal spring, 

Medellín is full of life, courage, and an entrepreneurial atmosphere. As my cab rolled 

towards my accommodation after landing, I could see evidence of this mindset all around 

me. Food, entertainment, and all kinds of services were available on the roads. Necessity 

has driven this entrepreneurial mindset, with people constantly searching for new 

opportunities to generate income for their households. The culture of this region, in 

general, is known with the name of “paisa” culture, it also refers to its entrepreneurial 

mindset. The “Paisas”, as the people of Antioquia and their culture are called, are 

recognized for fostering collaboration among individuals from lower social classes and 

among those engaged in high social or complex activities (Sanclemente Téllez, 2010). “If 

you provide me with some DN customers, I will give you commission.” – a hostel manager 

told me after I asked about DNs. Isn’t that entrepreneurship? I believe that among the 

many attractions that Medellín offers, what makes it special for DNs is its social culture 

as well as its entrepreneurial spirit. 

 

As mentioned in previous sections, one of the main challenges of a DN when arriving at 

a destination is to find a social circle to exchange insights or just socialize. “Sometimes I 

feel like I'm always hanging out with people that are just like me and I don't want to do 

that” […] “Being in a space where one can share with other people can help members to 
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socialize.” – said a DN. Involved businesses are aware of that. As digital nomadism grows 

in Medellín, there is a need for accurate services catering to DN needs. Their efforts to 

create social networks not only extend to business collaborations but also foster 

collaborations among DNs. This goes beyond simply creating shared spaces in their 

facilities and extends to specialized roles to help overcome the barriers that DNs face. 

 

“The role of the office manager [...] is to be very close to each client, taking care of their 

needs [...] Sometimes a client asks - can you put me in touch with creative companies? 

[f.i.]” – a coworking space manager told me. 

 

As couldn't be any other way considering the social culture and the importance that the 

DN phenomenon has gained, many events and talks are organized among the coworking 

spaces in the city. “We have had events and talks of all kinds and that brings a lot of 

people.” – a coworking space manager told me. I had the privilege of being invited to one 

of these events. The first coworking interviewee invited me to their birthday celebration. 

Unfortunately, I was unable to attend, but for a good reason – while that event was going 

on, I had just finished a nice trip to the Caribbean side of Colombia and had to commute 

back to Medellín from Santa Marta. This trip confirmed for me that networking was not 

just a Paisa thing, and it proved to me that it extends beyond creating circles between 

DNs and related businesses to also involve the locals. “There is a network with people 

who live in Santa Marta and we always invite” – said a coliving space manager.  

 

After checking in at the coliving space, I immediately joined the WhatsApp group where 

the staff posted all the activities. They kindly invited me to join, so I did. The first class 

was an Afro dance class taught by a local teacher. The Caribbean side of Colombia is 

heavily influenced by African culture, and it was a great way to be introduced to it. The 

doors of the coliving space were open to locals without any fee to foster cross-cultural 

interaction, and I thought it was fantastic. This was especially true after I had to pay to 

join a Champeta class at another coliving space in Cartagena. Champeta is also an Afro 

dance and a sign of identity for Cartagena. In that place, the teacher was the only local 

there, and only a few people joined. In contrast, in Santa Marta, the coliving space 

manager said: “We are not going to charge the locals, because we want people to come”. 

These experiences showed me that our assumption that great things can come from digital 
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nomadism was true. However, as time passed, I realized that there were drawbacks 

present in the society, especially in Medellín.  

 

Something opened my eyes: A DN that I interviewed, shared with me a podcast about 

gentrification in which she had participated. The locals talking in the podcast, along with 

a just-released Forbes article about the gentrification phenomenon in Medellín 

(Caparroso, 2023), confirmed what I was realizing during my trip: The city is now among 

the best cities to visit in the world (Times, 2023) and its popularity is causing discontent.  

 

Author 2 

Connections were also created through networking in Malaysia, George Town. On the 

day of my arrival, I was invited to dinner by a coworking space manager whom I had 

contacted for an interview. The meeting point was the coworking space itself, which was 

significantly different from the rest of the facilities I visited during my field trip. Upon 

arriving, I noticed that this coworking space was different. Located in a beautiful old 

colonial building, it had huge brown wooden doors wide open to welcome anyone to 

come in for free. This form of transparency gave me, as a DN, a feeling of welcome, a 

feeling that anyone who wants to join the community is welcome. The management team 

describes the business model as a coworking space and start-up hub in one, creating a 

community made up of local start-up entrepreneurs, accelerators, and, of course, DNs. 

Inside the building, the interior design reminded me of a start-up office and a cocktail bar. 

You could either enjoy a drink with the bartender, lounge on the cozy couches while 

listening to jazz music, or focus on your work at the back of the room at modern, wooden 

desks. It was there, next to the desks, that I noticed a bulletin board that at first reminded 

me of a work of art, but then I realized it was full of business cards, flyers, and brochures. 

As the coworking space manager explained to me, it was meant to connect DNs with each 

other, but more importantly with the destination, i.e., local businesses or individuals 

looking for a way to connect with DNs. To do this, anyone who wanted to network and 

offer their services could “design a business card, print it out and put it on our board” to 

then “tell us about themselves, [...] their services”. People who are interested in 

networking or looking for specific clients and partners could then visit the coworking 

space and if they “need those kinds of services, they can reach out to them”. In this respect, 

the coworking space helps to build bridges between the DNs and the local environment. 
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However, in my opinion, the openness and hospitality of the coworking space manager 

was the reason why this coworking space was the most visited and received great 

feedback on social media. As she herself noted: 

 

“Through engagement, through building relationships, we got more people coming in 

[...] I've always enjoyed that part [...] connecting with digital nomads.” – coworking 

space manager. 

 

Comparing different coworking spaces in George Town and Kuala Lumpur, I can fully 

agree that this kind of practice and strategy is not only a suitable way to attract DNs but 

especially to help them connect with the destination. 

 

After a brief introduction to the facility, the coworking space manager took me and 

another DN who arrived the same day for a short drive to a local food court called a 

“hawker center” where we could enjoy authentic and real Malaysian cuisine. The time 

and effort she took to introduce us to the local food culture and explain the customs of 

George Town helped me to immerse myself in the local environment. Furthermore, we 

explored places, I would never have found without a local guide like her. She truly acted 

as an ambassador for her culture, city, and country, giving DNs the opportunity to 

immerse themselves in the local culture. 

 

The next day, I went back to the same coworking space. There, I had the opportunity to 

participate in a panel discussion with two other DNs who had been in George Town for 

several weeks. When asked what places they were looking for to work and socialize, one 

of them replied:  

 

“I think coworking spaces are my preference, just because sometimes in hostels or hotels 

you feel isolated, so it's kind of hard to really meet the people who have your same lifestyle 

by default. There you find locals and mostly digital nomads [...]” – DN 

 

The safe space of the coworking space, where this DN can expect to find like-minded 

people, helps to better immerse in the local culture. What seems contradictory at first 

glance is apparently a practice that DNs can follow to make it easier to connect with the 
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destination. When you arrive at a destination in a foreign country where you may have 

never been before, connecting with other DNs to share thoughts and recommendations 

can help you discover the real local experiences. Also, in my experience, it is important 

and motivating to experience and explore together. Especially for introverts, it may be 

difficult to openly approach locals to connect and visit hawker centers outside the usual 

tourist areas. Here, a coworking space as a first stop to meet like-minded people and then 

explore together can help. 

 

4.2.2 Connecting through Collaboration  

 

Author 1 

As my trip progressed, I realized that there were opportunities for collaboration with the 

arrival of DNs. It was already interesting to me that an anthropologist was cooperating 

with different podcasters to research and raise awareness about digital nomadism and 

gentrification. As I mentioned before, collaboration is a big part of the culture here in 

Medellín. When thinking about that podcast, the neighborhood of Perpetuo Socorro came 

to mind. “There is a coworking that is located in a poor neighborhood that was actually 

intervened by the private sector.” – said a local. This was an underprivileged 

neighborhood and now it is in a much better position than a few years ago. I related that 

podcast with this neighborhood, just because during its process of improvement has been 

opened the worldwide first Spotify free studio, where anyone can record. The area has an 

interesting history: it was once a depressed area, but through a joint venture of some 

important firms in the region and in collaboration with the local government, created a 

project which helped local businesses in that area, to improve their processes and 

facilities. This initiative also led to the creation of more coworking spaces in the middle 

of the neighborhood. I visited the neighborhood myself, as it was nice to see how the 

neighborhood has become a creative hub of the city. 

 

Digital nomadism indirectly benefits from these initiatives, and the suitability of spaces 

for creativity could not only benefit them but also bring innovation to the region. In my 

experience, the coworking sector goes beyond collaborating solely with other coworking 

spaces. As one coworking space manager stated, "We partner with hotels, hostels, and 
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coworking spaces”. This shows a broad range of collaborations within the industry. 

Furthermore, coworking spaces also engage in partnerships with the public sector. 

Another coworking space manager mentioned: “We entered Colombia collaborating with 

the public sector”. These examples highlight the diverse collaborative efforts that 

coworking spaces engage in, extending their connections beyond their own industry and 

forging alliances with other sectors and governmental entities. 

 

Those collaborations facilitate further collaborations, including those that occur within 

the walls of coworking spaces. While these businesses are suitable for DNs to work, they 

are not the only ones working in these settings. In all the coworking spaces that I have 

visited, there have been DNs, locals, and even firms working together. This, combined 

with the fact that these spaces encourage collaboration through their social-friendly areas, 

makes coworking spaces potentially a hub of innovation. “If you have a coworking that's 

not too big, but not too small, you can have a valuable entrepreneurial ecosystem, with a 

combination of corporations, startups, entrepreneurs, and digital nomads”, said a 

coworking space manager. DNs and local businesses provide feedback to one another, 

and some of the coworking spaces that I visited have highlighted examples of positive 

collaboration in these innovation hubs. “Entrepreneurs (and digital nomads) get to know 

each other and, well, they do intros with funds or angel investors. It happens all the time” 

– said the coworking space manager. 

 

All these collaborations are more or less indirect to DNs since those solutions offer 

suitable spaces for them, and collaborations will benefit them but also local entrepreneurs 

and firms. However, it was really insightful to meet a director of an association that is 

related to digital nomadism in Colombia. They said: “Let’s change the story of DNs in 

Colombia”. Since then, one of their main tasks has been to foster collaborations between 

DNs and locals. This way, as we will see in further sections, DNs can easily integrate into 

the local culture while exchanging knowledge from different cultural perspectives. 

Taking a holistic approach, these associations tackle digital nomadism by first focusing 

on raising awareness. 

 

“We also collaborate to do webinars. So webinars about legal things, how to get your 

digital nomad visa, how to find opportunities” – said the association’s director. These 
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associations use collaboration as a weapon to tackle the different spectrum of problems 

that DNs may bring. 

 

Author 2 

During my time in Kuala Lumpur, I stayed at several hostels, but it was the second one 

that left a lasting impression on me. The lunch area, as it was officially called by the 

hostel management, was not just a place to grab a quick bite to eat. It was more like a 

proper coworking space, with a fully equipped kitchen, plenty of tables and chairs, high-

speed Wi-Fi, and a power outlet for each seat or chair. As I entered the area, I was struck 

by the intense focus of the DNs from all over the world who were working there. 

Everyone was wearing headphones, and the silence in the room reminded me of the 

atmosphere during an exam in high school. 

 

It was in this lunch area that I met a DN who stood out from the others. Unlike the rest of 

us, he was not working at the time. He expressed his disappointment that the area 

resembled a coworking space rather than a place to meet new people and have long 

conversations. He wished for more connections with other DNs within the hostel, 

particularly to exchange ideas and recommendations on what to discover in the city. 

According to him, he had struggled to connect with like-minded people, especially locals, 

in Kuala Lumpur, which he felt was quite disorganized and overwhelming. He told me 

that he initially planned to join another hostel that was unfortunately booked out. The 

place he was talking about reminded me of a “social hostel” that offered more than just a 

place to sleep. This hostel helped DNs not only to connect with like-minded people but 

also to have a solution to meet the locals and immerse themselves in the local 

environment. He described the concept of the hostel as follows: 

 

“They can come there, volunteer, do these trips together and then they don't need to pay 

for the hotel.” – DN 

 

This hostel or hotel follows the concept of providing free accommodation in exchange 

for volunteering. Specifically, any DN can jump into the role of a local tour guide for 

other guests, organizing dinners and food tours. The accommodation staff, which is run 

by locals, provides the necessary introduction and knowledge. 
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This kind of cooperation between the hostel and the DN not only benefits DNs but also 

the destination. On the one hand, the DN is encouraged to learn more about the local 

culture and connect with locals more easily, learning about their habits and food. On the 

other hand, locals could learn more about the lifestyles of DNs, their values, and their 

attitudes. 

 

In George Town, I encountered a DN who suggested a concept that also fit to the category 

of connecting through collaboration. To increase the impact on the local environment 

through each single DN, he addressed the government, proposing to implement 

requirements to receive a DN visa. DNs should therefore “donate some money or time for 

a social cause to improve the sustainability of the place”. Consequently, only DNs would 

get drawn to the country that seriously seek to engage within the destination and impact 

the country positively. Spending “20 hours of volunteer work for an NGO” could help 

those DNs to understand for instance the economic and social situation in the country 

easier and give locals the opportunity to get to know foreign habits and values. 

 

Apart from DNs, I also met a local that followed a practice that can be categorized in the 

same manner. This acquaintance was with a local who rents out his spare apartment to 

DNs from all around the world. He contacted me via Facebook to offer his availability as 

an interviewee. Initially, he rented out his apartment for long-term rentals to anyone 

without having a specific kind of tenant in mind. However, for a few years, he switched 

his target customer to specifically cater to DNs. He offers his apartment via Airbnb and 

promotes it through Instagram, dedicating an extra account to the apartment rental. On 

this account, he provides not only pictures of the apartment but also information on the 

Malaysian DN program and hosts prize competitions. 

 

“And the concept is like a host rather than a hotel. You are my guest and over the weekend 

I take you somewhere in the city. You don’t find something like this on the internet to have 

such a local experience.” – Local 

 

He doesn't just provide accommodation for DNs who book his apartment but also 

promises, if requested, to dedicate his time and knowledge to help them experience the 
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local environment, discover unknown places among common tourists, and introduce them 

to typical local cuisines outside the touristic areas. 

 

I can tell from my own experience that this “extra service” helped me as a DN to explore 

places I would have never found. After conducting the online interview, I met him in 

person. He picked me up and brought me to a local Malaysian food restaurant outside the 

city center where he has eaten for decades. Coincidentally, we met two of his former 

colleagues there. Being there and eating local food gave me the opportunity to genuinely 

get in contact with the locals and to learn more about their culture. 

But why did the host sacrifice his free time for these kinds of activities? His answer: 

 

“I actually pay for lessons from this digital nomad” – Local 

 

Since he is interested in becoming a DN himself, his motivation for renting out his 

apartment, apart from investment reasons, is to get in contact with DNs and to learn about 

their lifestyle. Taking them to dinner and exploring the city together gives him the 

opportunity for long conversations with DNs and therefore insights on the advantages and 

drawbacks of being part of the movement. He is looking for advice on how to start and 

what to consider. By connecting with DNs as his guests, he was able to identify their 

habits, needs, and desires while giving DNs the chance to immerse themselves into the 

local culture. 

 

4.2.3 Connecting through Cultural Integration  

 

Author 1 

Even though is still possible to enjoy the digital nomad lifestyle without fully immersing 

oneself in the local culture, to fully engage with the destination long stays are required. 

Mass tourism contrasts with the conjectural immersive experience sought by DNs. 

However, the DN can fall into this style of tourism where you must work fast to take as 

many photos as possible before the plane takes off in 2 days. However, the DN aims to 

work in a certain place, to enjoy the culture, utilizes geo arbitrage, or just wants to be 

there to have fun during the free time. In this case, it is more likely that he or she wants 
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to stay longer, to be able to settle down and easier strike the balance between work and 

leisure. “I think once I'm in a place for a longer period of time, it will be much easier” – 

said a DN. For myself, I tried to follow these principles of slow tourism, and even though 

I had time constraints for the data collection, I stayed more than two weeks in Medellín 

and about two weeks in the Caribbean destinations. 

 

But staying longer in proper spaces for DNs might not be enough. As we have pointed 

out in previous sections, integration is required to avoid DN negative effects as price 

bubbles, and gentrification in general.  “How do you integrate?” – I asked this of all my 

interviewees, and the answer always included the word “salsa”. “I tackle loneliness by 

going to salsa classes, by going on walking tours, language exchanges [...] Trying to get 

out and meet more people, and also through my roommates” – said a DN. In general, 

activities are the engine that bring people together. I went to several myself. As a DN, I 

attended champeta dance classes in Cartagena, salsa and bachata classes in Medellín, and 

yoga and Afro dance classes in Santa Marta. The truth is that these classes were cool, I 

enjoyed them, and I got to interact with the assistants. Especially in Medellín, there are 

plenty of opportunities to explore these activities due to the large community of DNs. 

One of the interviewees introduced me to WhatsApp groups that organize these events. 

In some cases, however, these classes are not as authentic as one might expect or are 

difficult to find. While it wasn't the case for me due to my research, I encountered a group 

of travelers that “Sometimes have difficulty finding local activities” – they argued during 

a casual panel discussion in a coliving space in Cartagena. 

 

On the side of those offering these services, I found an awareness of this need. Some local 

activities were more genuine than others, some of them really wanted to synergize DNs 

and locals, while others just wanted to keep their customers spending time in the hostel 

facilities as a business strategy. Either way, I found that related businesses generally 

understood this need. For example, one of the interviewees in Medellín is the owner of a 

building with a restaurant, and apartments for tourists, and recently opened a coworking. 

He is targeting a very specific client profile: “I'm interested in the one who comes, lives 

comfortably here, I get to know him, consumes the tour that we do, consumes from our 

restaurant [...]”. Furthermore, he recently offers a tour that feedback on his different 

services and make them more attractive and competitive. He does it in a very special way. 
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“I take them in my car to a local activity” – he said and added: “We try to show [...] how 

people live in Colombia, in Antioquia, in Medellín, how they ride horses, how they 

cultivate, how they understand what they eat”. He agreed that DNs are a customer profile 

that could fit these needs, he has already had some of them as customers. I agreed to that. 

That is why we are having a conversation on strengthening the coworking spaces through 

local activities that promote the integration of the DNs. It is very enriching to be able to 

apply the knowledge of this research in a real case, for the better.  

 

While it may be challenging to find genuine local activities, there is a growing awareness 

of the need to serve DNs, while promoting practices that connect them with locals. This 

way, locals and DNs will be able to understand each other and empathize.  

 

Author 2 

In Malaysia, I encountered a significant number of practices related to building bridges 

between DNs and locals through cultural integration. All of these practices involve DNs 

taking an active role and immersing themselves in the local environment by adopting a 

local lifestyle. The most prevalent advice was to move away from familiar eating habits 

and instead of eating common dishes such as pizza, burgers, and fries, to be open to the 

dishes that the local cuisine has to offer. The importance of food culture in Malaysia is 

difficult for an outsider to understand. 

 

“I also asked him how I can connect, and they were like food, food, food. There are some 

yoga classes you can join, but the most important thing is actually food.” – DN 

 

Food plays an important role in the daily life of the Malaysian community. The ethnic 

diversity within the country and the city of Kuala Lumpur has resulted in a variety of 

cuisines and tastes that have become an authentic part of Malaysian society. As a result, 

Malaysian cuisine is an authentic blend of Chinese, Indian, and Arabic cuisines. Eating 

is so important in Malaysian culture that people see it as the main activity for socializing 

with friends, often at times that may seem unusual to a European DN. It is not uncommon 

for Malaysians to eat five to six meals a day, with supper being the last meal of the day 

after dinner at 11 pm. In this context, the so-called “mamaks” play an important role in 

the Malaysian late-night food culture. These restaurants are run by Indian Muslims and 
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are often open 24 hours a day, seven days a week, serving as a local place to get a meal 

at any time. Not surprisingly, locals see their food habits or culture as a great way to 

connect as a DN: 

 

“Food is a good way. Malaysians like food, they like to eat. Arranging something related 

to that is talking about food, an icebreaker”. – Local 

 

The opportunity to eat different local cuisines is always a great way to connect with locals 

as a DN and serves as an icebreaker. Personally, I found this to be the easiest way to 

connect with locals. Apart from restaurants or food stalls, there is also the possibility to 

book via event platforms and “enjoy cooking classes with the locals” as told by a DN. 

Either way, it is a great opportunity to meet locals with different backgrounds and skills. 

Although “mamaks” and food stalls are the cheapest way to eat out, you will find all kinds 

of people from Malaysian society. Malaysians are proud of their diverse cuisine and 

appreciate foreigners eating local food. Therefore, an easy way to connect with locals and 

to understand an important part of Malaysian culture is to eat locally. 

 

Closely related to the practice described above is the advice to look for local places to 

discover and buy your everyday products. “Shop locally, look for local brands. Buy 

Malaysian products, local fruits, things like that” according to one local, is a simple way 

to contribute directly to the destination. One DN, who is well acquainted with the local 

environment, even sees a duty to avoid large corporations and to buy locally most of the 

time: “We must bring a bit of self-responsibility [...] don't spend much money at big 

chains like 7-11.” In contrast to the common practice of DNs using Airbnb to rent 

apartments, he recommends doing it the local way and to “join Facebook groups and rent 

from the locals directly [...]”. This practice seems to not only save a lot of money for the 

DNs but also increases the landlord's profit margin. It also provides an opportunity to 

connect with locals more easily and potentially build relationships with hosts that help 

immerse you in the local environment, as I have experienced myself. 

 

However, to be able to fully dive into the local environment and discover local habits and 

places, it seems necessary to adopt and develop an “explorer attitude” as a DN. As “a fan 
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of finding secret places [...]”, a DN explained how he can escape the bubble and achieve 

a truly local experience that cannot be found on the Internet: 

 

“They all stay in their own bubble and almost all look online for places that are posted 

somewhere [...] always just googling [...] but the locals they don't have the money to make 

a big post and advertise it.” – DN 

 

Furthermore, contrary to the opinion of a DN from George Town, coworking spaces seem 

to be the places “for us foreigners” and prevent anyone from experiencing it locally. 

Instead, the same interviewee recommends working in local cafes that you can find 

somewhere on the street. This approach of visiting local places and avoiding overpriced 

“tourist magnets” seems to parallel an anecdote I heard from the manager of the 

coworking space in George Town. She once met a girl from the US who had “pretty much 

settled down like a local” and “lived like a local in terms of daily lifestyle, daily routine” 

and “went to yoga classes”. Most importantly, this DN treated George Town “not like a 

holiday destination, but like a second home” and was able to make serious long-term 

friendships and cultural experiences as a result. So, what can we learn from this story? 

Your mindset and the way you look at things seem to have a significant impact on your 

experience as a DN. To some extent, it is up to the DN to immerse themselves in the 

destination. However, it is not always necessary to adapt your mindset or completely 

adopt the local lifestyle. As another DN in Kuala Lumpur told me, there is a way to 

integrate simply by participating in religious practices: “I feel most connected to the 

community because it goes right into the religious practices [...]”. As a single woman 

traveling alone, she had the experience of being questioned, so she preferred to visit 

mosques. There, in a quiet atmosphere, one can simply observe and be part of the local 

environment without any possible language barriers. 

 

4.2.4 Connecting through Knowledge & Skill Share  

 

Author 1 

It is difficult to imagine a social disconnection gap larger than the one that exists between 

indigenous communities and the rest of the society inhabiting the national territory. 
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Tourism has reached some indigenous settlements. It has sometimes put their integrity 

and peace at risk when tourists intrusively invade their lands, looking for exotic souvenirs. 

It has in some cases corrupted and damaged those indigenous communities. What is even 

more difficult to imagine, is how DNs could have a great impact on those resistant 

settlements. Colombia has several of them and I was happy to hear that an association 

was working to foster synergic practices with both parties. On one hand, the DNs help 

the indigenous people that want to send a message to the world by developing online sites 

that foster and get to know their culture. On the other hand, DNs get to know the culture 

and know-how of these ancestral cultures.  

 

“We also want the indigenous communities to be part of the association, and they said 

that DNs can be allowed to enter in a respectful way, and they can just help them build 

their websites and translate” – said the association’s director. Among all the practices 

that I discovered during my research, this one felt particularly special. Some indigenous 

communities, with their own particularities, are known for being connected to nature and 

caring about one another. This collaboration fosters connections between DNs and locals, 

imparting ancestral knowledge to DNs and providing modern solutions to the indigenous. 

 

In addition to that project, their main objective is fostering practices to connect locals and 

DNs, which is aligned with the purpose of this research. This is what she said: “The main 

project [...] It's like doing partnerships with local entrepreneurs. So, we just want to 

connect nomads with locals to help with English, websites, and other kinds of things”. 

You can dance salsa, champeta or eat arepas, but for me, this knowledge exchange is a 

direct and powerful way to create value between DNs and locals. It has a direct impact 

on the know-how of people who live in the destination, and therefore, facilitates 

innovation and knowledge spread around the world. 

 

Even though connections between tourists and locals can bring prosperity, during my 

ethnographic fieldwork, I discovered that it can be challenging to sustain these initiatives. 

In the introduction to Colombia, I highlighted the case of Comuna 13, which has been a 

dangerous neighborhood in Medellín just a few years ago. Through street art, such as 

dancing, graffiti, and rap, the community has been transformed into a popular tourist spot, 

making it more friendly and habitable for locals. During my fieldwork, I got in contact 
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with two people with different views on what is happening in Comuna 13. One person, 

whom we will call Juancho, was a neighbor and tourist guide who also taught rap music 

to children to keep them away from delinquency. He guided me through a tour, and 

explained that he was proud of the neighborhood’s development after the war and 

narcotrafficking issues that used to plague the area. The tour was fantastic, and I even 

bought some local coffee and souvenirs. 

 

However, the other contact, whom we will call Isabel, a friend of Juancho and a tourism 

professor, had a different perspective. She criticized the mass tourism industry, which she 

believed was ruining the neighborhood in other ways. During Easter, over 50,000 people 

visited the Comuna and turned the area into a show where children are encouraged to 

work, with the loss of local culture and the primary focus to make tourists happy and 

generate quick profits. Isabel explained that “at the beginning, neighbours in Comuna 13 

taught how to grow local plants or cook local dishes”. However, this was no longer 

happening because it was more profitable to sell things that allowed for the maximum 

number of people to enter and leave the area with the maximum amount of money. 

 

While knowledge exchange may not offer the monetary value associated with mass 

tourism, Isabel and I concurred that it possesses a deeper and more challenging-to-

measure value. Additionally, we recognized the intricate nature of digital nomadism and 

the requirement for multifaceted solutions. Knowledge exchange and slow tourism may 

not be the only solutions, but they are certainly part of the solution. While mass tourism 

may provide monetary value, by fostering knowledge exchange and promoting slow 

tourism, we can begin facilitating reconciliation and recognition of the culture, and the 

long sustainability of tourism.  

 
Author 2 

In Malaysia, connections between DNs and the destinations were also built through 

practices of knowledge and skill share. Most of them addressed DNs to be proactive. In 

this regard, a foreign local who has lived in Kuala Lumpur for several decades had a 

suggestion on how DNs could engage, and at the same time contribute positively to the 

future development of the destinations. Originally from Central Europe, this local could 

easily identify differences in mentality and work habits. For him, the most worrying 
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aspect of the Kuala Lumpur community was the lack of sustainability in people's thinking. 

Specifically, he criticized the lack of a mindset that includes the efficient use of resources. 

For example, unlike in Europe, landlords or construction companies would not install or 

consider installing windows to insulate heat, despite the solutions available on the market. 

Instead, they argue that the cost of electricity in the city is so low that it is not worth the 

effort and work to implement thermal insulation solutions. On the other hand, although 

Kuala Lumpur is a destination with significant rainfall, the city lacks water resources due 

to the lack of innovative solutions to store and collect rainwater. Given the problems 

described above, he sees the incoming DNs as a great opportunity to bring the knowledge 

and values of sustainability to the destination to address future water leakage and save 

vital resources: 

 

“The contribution can be in the knowledge to bring opportunities that can be 

economically viable to help the environment, how to use resources efficiently.” – Local 

 

This contribution of DNs could not only bring the opportunity to connect but also to 

actively contribute to the local environment. In this case, DNs could either act as 

consultants or teach local businesses and landlords the importance of using resources 

efficiently. However, while everyone may have an opinion on sustainability issues, it can 

be assumed that most DNs visiting Malaysia do not have expertise in resource efficiency 

installations. 

 

Instead, as suggested by DNs in George Town, they could act as teachers to “support the 

local business with marketing knowledge” or provide guidance and advice on “developing 

websites” or “designing logos and banners” to attract more customers. To help DNs 

connect with local businesses, the same DN wanted “a website like a marketplace where 

nomads can connect with local businesses and then provide services for free”. Since the 

locals have been so welcoming and hospitable day in and day out, she felt compelled to 

give something back by offering her knowledge for free.  

 

However, there are other ways to contribute to the destination. One DN was open to 

sharing his knowledge and tricks for people on how to “sell their stuff”, including non-

businesses and locals who want to clean out their garages. The same person also saw an 
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opportunity to connect with the locals who are interested in becoming DNs themselves, 

looking for opportunities and recommendations in what field they should start. In this 

regard, this DN is happy to “help him out”. Instead of sharing knowledge, another DN 

prefers to help with manual work and sees the opportunity to connect by “volunteering in 

hospitals” or engage in “volunteer programs like Workaway”. In his opinion, this is the 

“perfect way to immerse yourself and get to know the place from a different point of view”.  

 

Instead of the idea of sharing knowledge within the country, some locals in Kuala Lumpur 

also suggested that DNs could spread their knowledge around the world and “come here 

and document their experiences by making TikTok videos”. Some other locals saw the 

need for the government to “promote them as ambassadors” to attract more visitors and 

keep the DN movement growing. This practice would help future DNs settle in the 

country more easily and learn about the country and culture before arriving. 

 
While there are many great ways to contribute to the destination in terms of knowledge 

and volunteerism, one story remains the most inspiring and impressive. The first day I 

arrived in Kuala Lumpur, I stayed in a capsule hostel in the center of Chinatown. It was 

quite late when I arrived at the hotel, around 11 pm. However, since it was the first day 

in one of our two chosen Malaysian destinations and thus the beginning of my 

ethnography, I was in the mood to connect with my first interviewee and gather some 

initial insights. In the lobby of the hostel, where the reception was located, I noticed young 

people concentrating on their laptop screens at a large table and comfortable chairs. I took 

my chance and approached one of them, who turned out to be a DN. During our four-

hour conversation that lasted until 3 am, he shared several stories of his life and 

experiences as a DN. But most importantly, he told me about his current project as an 

independent programmer to develop a solution to a problem that occurs on the streets of 

Kuala Lumpur. It was not his first time in Kuala Lumpur and not his first time in this 

hostel. It was also not the first or only time he had seen broken streetlights in Chinatown 

where the hostel was located, or in the whole city. He took me to the terrace of the hostel, 

and I realized how dark the streets seemed to be and that many of the streetlights were 

indeed not working properly. According to him, the city government had lost track of the 

broken streetlights and it would take forever for the problems to be noticed and fixed. 

These unfortunate circumstances inspired him to start developing a mobile application 
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“that basically helps the local environment” and allows locals, DNs, or anyone who 

notices these broken streetlights to take a photo including geo data, and report the case to 

a nearby local company which will receive a request to fix the problem. Apparently, the 

government appreciates his solution and offers him funding of two million US dollars to 

implement the project. His behavior of first identifying existing problems and then 

committing to solve them for the benefit of all, including the destination and him, 

contributes to a positive reputation of DNs and a peaceful and respectful relationship 

between DNs and locals. 

 

4.2.5 Connecting through Onboarding Support  

 

Author 1 

When someone arrives in a new place, there is a great chance that, despite doing research 

beforehand, they don't really know how to find genuine local experiences. Many options 

that are not as well-known to tourists can be more challenging to discover due to the 

incentives that mass tourism provides. That is why one of the locals pointed out that 

“things that add a lot of value are in the welcome that you give to the guest, telling them 

these are the things that you can do nearby”. As we have seen previously, activities are a 

way to connect with people, but they are mostly used to create a social circle. As a DN 

staying longer in a destination, it can be interesting to find a strategy to get to know people 

and create a social circle that provides safety, comfort, and involvement, which can help 

you integrate and create connections with the people living in the destinations. 

 

During my trip and given what the interviewees told me, international people or fellow 

DNs usually don’t speak the local language, don’t eat traditional food, and just hang out 

with other newcomers. This creates a bubble, isolating themselves from the locals. At the 

beginning of the research, I saw this behavior as negative, but a digital nomad interviewee 

provided some insights on the matter. For her, it was a good strategy to hang out with 

like-minded people as soon as you arrive at your destination. This social circle can help 

you get the confidence and basics of the culture to then go out and get to know the locals 

with a strong circle of support. It can even provide local contacts from fellow DNs who 

are more established in society, and then build long-term relationships between DNs and 
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locals. “So I kind of wanted to get out of the bubble. I was like, I am already familiar with 

the bubble. Let's explore, like, the real Colombian side of things” – said this girl.  

 

Another thing that she said was: “I lived in an Airbnb. [...] I felt like maybe I was more 

in the community than someone who lived in a hostel”. This comment was enlightening 

after hearing a lot of criticism on social media and from locals about platforms for rentals 

like Airbnb. These platforms make it more attractive for property owners to rent short-

term, encouraging fast tourism and displacing locals to less attractive areas of the city. 

However, it does offer DNs the opportunity to have a local neighbor, and that's something 

that's harder to achieve in a hostel, for example. Returning to the key points discussed in 

the podcast on gentrification, simply creating spaces for DNs is insufficient. Isolating 

them could potentially exacerbate the cultural shock, making the situation even more 

challenging. The complexity of digital nomadism starts to show during my journey. I 

understand that there is no black or white, but hybrid solutions with a holistic approach 

are needed. Particularly for a phenomenon that encompasses a multitude of stakeholders. 

 

Throughout my journey, I discovered that the coliving space concept is the most suitable 

arrangement for DNs. This business model not only offers communal spaces for 

connecting with like-minded individuals and coworking facilities but also encompasses 

engaging activities to participate in. During my visit to one of the coliving spaces in Santa 

Marta, the manager emphasized the importance of listening to customers' opinions, 

providing a warm welcome, and ensuring their stay is smooth and comfortable. “We were 

here receiving each one of the people, asking them how they slept, how their breakfast 

was, how they were doing, if they had any problems, if everything was okay in the room, 

you know […]” – she said. This is a good way to ease the adaptation process of a DN and 

to create comfortability. According to the manager, “community is fundamental”. The real 

proof that they did a great job in the adaptation process of the tenants was that they even 

renamed the business model. They joked calling it “co-loving” since several couples met 

there, and two of them even have children. “It is such a synergy” – said the coliving space 

manager. 

 

Creating an atmosphere that promotes connections between guests has facilitated their 

adaptation, but it is important to keep in mind that bubbles are made to reach social 
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comfort and then to burst them. It may be interesting to create a safe social circle in the 

beginning, but only going out when you are ready and exploring will allow you to embed 

yourself in the destination, enrich yourself with their culture, and share each other's vision 

of life. 

 

Author 2 

In Malaysia, we also discovered practices and recommendations that fall into the category 

of onboarding support for locals. For example, due to the time difference, DNs being in 

contact with European clients usually have to work in the evenings or at night in 

Malaysian time. However, I noticed that most coworking spaces in Kuala Lumpur close 

at 6 pm, making it inconvenient for DNs to work at these facilities. Nevertheless, I visited 

one coworking space and interviewed its manager who is aware of this circumstance that 

DNs “have their own time zones”. According to her, they “do their best to cater to that” 

and keep their closing times flexible, as she explained: 

“Could you provide a space after closing time? I'll say yeah, it's fine, just come over and 

I'll explain to you how to use the space and how to do the closing for us.” – coworking 

space manager 

In order to meet the needs of the DNs and help them perform their work and duties, the 

coworking space management trusts the behavior of the DN, while the DN is asked to 

take responsibility for taking care of the coworking space. Both actors benefit from this 

constellation. While the coworking space is able to attract a client and make money, the 

DN is able to work at preferred times. 

However, for one DN I interviewed, the onboarding support should have come at an 

earlier point in time. As a DN who has been to the country several times, she would like 

to have a “plan or a guide” provided by the government at the time of receiving the DN 

visa. Currently, there seems to be “no communication” after one receives the visa and 

enters the country. Instead, she recommends that the government provide each DN with 

a human guide to inform them about the opportunities in the country, how to settle down, 

or for example, what rights a DN has.  
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4.3 Patterns of Bundled Practices across Destinations 

                     Destinations 
 
Bundled Practice 

Kuala 

Lumpur 

George 

Town 

Medellín Cartagena Santa 

Marta 

Networking No Yes Yes No Yes 

Collaboration Yes Yes Yes No No 

Cultural Integration Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Knowledge & Skill Share Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

Onboarding Support Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

       Table 3: Occurrence of Bundled Practices in Destinations 

 

The bundled practices embedded in the stories described above were found differently 

across destinations. We identified patterns of bundled practices. The table above shows 

which bundled practices appeared in which destinations. 

 

Networking was particularly prevalent in George Town and Medellín. In both 

destinations, we found opportunities for DNs and locals to find business partners and 

build meaningful relationships. In particular, local businesses facilitated networking 

among stakeholders by hosting events or providing platforms to get to know each other.  

 

Collaboration between DNs and the destination was particularly common in Kuala 

Lumpur and Medellín. There, stakeholders engaged in activities such as exchanging 

knowledge or volunteering for food and lodging. In addition, local businesses partnered 

with each other to provide the best possible experience for DNs.  

 

The bundled practice of cultural integration was present in all destinations. Among 

different types of practices, DNs in Santa Marta, Kuala Lumpur, and George Town were 

able to connect with the local environment by eating and shopping locally. In Cartagena, 

DNs recommended staying longer to fully experience the local environment, while in 

Medellín and George Town, connections were made mainly through showing and 

practicing local life.  
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Practices of sharing knowledge and skills to connect with each other were mentioned in 

all destinations except Cartagena. In George Town, Medellín, and Santa Marta, teaching 

digital skills to locals to boost local businesses but also to increase cultural knowledge 

among DNs was often found, while in Kuala Lumpur, locals recommended informing the 

world about Malaysia in the form of uploaded videos. 

 

Finally, onboarding support practices are critical for DNs to be able to immerse 

themselves in the local culture and similar to the bundled practice above, we came across 

these suggestions in all destinations except Cartagena. In both George Town and 

Medellín, we identified practices to guide DNs within the destinations, while in Santa 

Marta and Kuala Lumpur, practices were implemented to ensure that DNs felt 

comfortable. 
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4.4 Mitigating Alienation & Gentrification in Destinations 

In addition to the patterns of bundled practices across destinations, we also discovered 

links between the practices and both gentrification and alienation. We found that all five 

bundled practices developed can be grouped into two distinct aggregate dimensions and 

mitigate the occurrence of these two negative effects on destinations. The links between 

aggregate dimensions, bundled practices, and gentrification as well as alienation are 

illustrated in our framework “The Nomad Diamond” below. In the following, we will 

further explain the framework, including the aggregate dimensions, and provide examples 

of how each of the bundled practices, including the practices, can mitigate the negative 

effects. 

 

 

Figure 2: The Nomad Diamond. Own Framework Derived from Table 2. 

 

All of our five bundled practices, including their practices, could be grouped under 

“action”, “interaction”, or both. “Action” describes the aggregate dimension that includes 

bundled practices where the practices associated are proactively performed by an 
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individual stakeholder. For example, talking about onboarding support, the government 

providing guidance to DNs, or local businesses providing comfort upon arrival. 

Interaction, on the other hand, includes all bundled practices and practices in which at 

least two stakeholders take an active role in “interacting” with each other. For example, 

the practice of collaboration and networking involves multiple stakeholders interacting 

by offering food and lodging in exchange for volunteer work or hosting and attending 

events. However, two of the five bundled practices also include practices that belong to 

both aggregate dimensions. Author 2 experienced the practice of sharing knowledge and 

skills in Malaysia as an action where mostly DNs take the first step and try to connect 

with the destination. In this regard, author 1 saw an interaction in Colombia where locals 

and DNs teach and learn cultural knowledge together. Connecting through cultural 

integration in the form of tasting local cuisine or attending silent religious rituals in 

Malaysia was also done individually, mostly by DNs. Meanwhile, multiple stakeholders 

were involved in cultural integration practices in Colombia, such as attending dance 

classes. Overall, we found that “action” was more common in Malaysia and “interaction” 

was more common in Colombia. 

 

The next step was to identify how each of the bundled practices and practices potentially 

mitigated or would have mitigated, alienation and gentrification in the destinations. We 

found that all of the bundled practices including the practices mitigated alienation and 

gentrification to some extent. However, depending on the bundled practice, the negative 

effects are mitigated equally for both stakeholders or only for one. In Malaysia, we found 

that there was a low level of alienation, while in Colombia there was a high level of 

gentrification. Below we describe possible examples of mitigating alienation and 

gentrification through identified practices. 

 

Both networking and collaboration practices can help reduce alienation between DNs and 

destinations. Attending business events, seeking out conversations with people outside of 

one's bubble, or promoting one's business on a bulletin board in a coworking space are 

practices that not only connect DNs and locals but also help them feel less alienated. DNs 

who network with locals have the opportunity to gain access to local experiences that they 

would not have discovered, helping them to better understand the local culture, habits, 

and behaviors. Being a DN in a foreign country can often be overwhelming and 
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alienating, and support from locals can help in this regard. On the other hand, locals also 

have the opportunity to gain an understanding of the wants, needs, and preferences of 

DNs. Networking promotes cross-cultural understanding between DNs and locals. The 

same is true for collaboration between the two stakeholders. DNs who decide to volunteer 

as tour guides in hostels in exchange for free food and lodging will automatically come 

into contact with locals over some time. Guiding groups of DNs through the same routes 

of a destination and organizing social events for DNs and locals increase the 

understanding of both sides, as does a local host exchanging local experiences for lessons 

on how to be a DN. Similarly, collaborations among DN-related businesses such as 

coworking spaces have also shown a great impact on themselves but also DNs. 

 

In contrast to the above practices, the case of providing onboarding support for DNs is 

different. Offering the flexibility to work at any time or communicating the rights that 

come with the DN visa is more likely to only help DNs feel more welcome and less 

alienated. Therefore, the bundled practice of onboarding support leads to one-sided 

alienation. 

 

Practices related to cultural integration and the sharing of knowledge and skills can 

mitigate gentrification among locals in destinations. The DN that uses local alternatives 

to the products and services of large corporations helps locals pay their monthly rent and 

stay in their neighborhoods where they feel at home. Specifically, DNs can help by buying 

local products from local family businesses and renting their long-term accommodation 

directly from the owner. By teaching locals useful skills such as website development, 

design, or how to use their resources more efficiently, local businesses are able to stay 

competitive in the market to maintain their market position. This does not force them to 

leave their neighborhoods and homes, mitigating gentrification. 

 

In summary, we found that bundled practices involve stakeholder participation in 

different ways and thus refer to action, interaction, or both. All of our five bundled 

practices mitigate at least one of the negative effects in destinations, alienation, or 

gentrification. However, only one stakeholder may be affected by the mitigation 

depending on the bundled practice.  
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5. Discussion 

In this section, we link our findings to the literature reviewed and highlight the solutions 

we propose to address the research problem. Through action-based and interaction-

based practices, we propose remedies to the issues of gentrification and alienation 

identified in the literature and observed during our fieldwork. In addition, we discuss 

implications for various key stakeholders, emphasizing the need for collaborative 

management of digital nomadism. Finally, we acknowledge our limitations as 

ethnographers focused on specific regions and encourage further research to delve 

deeper into the topic with the aim of improving the performance of all stakeholders and 

promoting a comprehensive understanding of DNs. 

 

We learned from the literature review that traditional tourism management focused on the 

benefits of some businesses and tourists. This caused problems in the destinations. 

Academics contrast this traditional view of tourism with a different line of thinking where 

different stakeholders are involved in the tourism industry. In the case of DNs, their 

lifestyle inherently lends itself to embracing slow tourism (Manthiou et al., 2022). 

However, sometimes it can cause negative effects and engage in mass tourism practices. 

We refer to two of these problems as alienation and gentrification. The first refers to a 

disconnection between the mentioned stakeholders, where local identity is partially lost 

due to newcomers. The second refers to the displacement of locals from their homes due 

to inflation and cultural bubbles created by large numbers of newcomers, which damages 

not only the housing market but also the local economy. It subsequently causes health and 

cultural degradation. The two terms are interrelated. 

 

We have identified five bundled practices that encompass the practices mitigating these 

negative effects: connecting through networking, connecting through collaboration, 

connecting through cultural integration, connecting through knowledge and skill sharing, 

and connecting through the onboarding process. As we have seen in Table 2 and Figure 

2, there are bundled practices that refer to action, interaction, or both. Even though the 

bundled practices under the aggregate dimension of action can be overtaken by one 

stakeholder, our findings show that stakeholder interaction is a powerful engine for 

creating synergies and avoiding negative effects caused by DNs. Interaction has been 
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shown to be highly effective in mitigating gentrification and alienation. This requires the 

joint involvement of different stakeholders. This is consistent with the literature reviewed, 

which defends local participation in the tourism industry to maintain authenticity and thus 

mitigate alienation and gentrification (Henderson, 2000). We have experienced the power 

of co-creation defended by Cannas et al. (2019), collaborative tourism planning (Timothy, 

1998), or similarly, destination branding by García et al. (2012). All these papers support 

the involvement of different stakeholders, which is mainly what Simpson (2008) already 

promoted with the so-called Community Benefit Tourism Initiatives, which has a clear 

statement: control and ownership are not the keys, interaction is. 

 

Our findings show a positive impact of participatory management of digital nomadism. 

As it gains importance, we believe it is essential that more organizations unite 

stakeholders around common goals, moving away from the traditional view of tourism 

management and towards a co-creation approach (Cannas et al., 2019). Quality over 

quantity is the way to make digital nomadism a beneficial event, without undermining the 

value of the destination's culture and traditions. In this regard, we support the vision of 

Benur and Bramwell (2015), arguing that DNs require diversification of services rather 

than intensification, in contrast to mass tourism. Regarding diversification, we have 

observed the emergence of business models such as coliving spaces and coworking 

spaces. They are better suited to the needs of DNs than traditional tourism services. In 

both countries, and especially in the bigger cities, we have experienced arising businesses 

targeting specifically DNs, fostering interaction and innovation (Bouncken & Reuschl, 

2018; Capdevila, 2015). These services are related to the traditional hospitality sector. 

Nevertheless, there is a growing trend of diversification aimed at reducing frictions and 

addressing the needs of DNs, facilitating their integration into the destination and 

achieving a harmonious balance between work and leisure (Chevtaeva, 2021; Orel, 2019). 

 

One of the main indicators that led us to these destinations at the beginning of this 

adventure was the recent introduction of the DN visa in both countries. That showed 

interest from the public sector to attract these tourist profiles. However, we did not find 

evidence of policies that limit, restrict or control the potential degradation of the 

destination due to DNs. We were unable to reach out to public sector representatives, it 

is plausible to partly attribute their lack of response to the inefficiencies observed in 
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public tourism management patterns by Wang and Ap (2013) and Stevenson et al. (2008). 

This is in line with Logar (2010), who states that although sustainable tourism is not a 

popular topic among public institutions, there is a great opportunity to use policies to 

make tourism a sustainable industry for society. Despite this, and perhaps due to the lack 

of such policies, spontaneous movements have emerged to combat alienation and 

gentrification, such as the mentioned association in the stories of author 1. This 

organization was created by DNs to benefit both the destinations and the remote workers 

who inhabit them. Similarly, author 2 has found evidence of awareness of the importance 

of cultural integration, highlighting food as a key link and the intention of many DNs to 

engage with local practices. 

 

The problematics that motivated this study referred to gentrified destinations already 

studied by the literature. Our findings in Colombia showed that DNs overcrowded the 

city of Medellín, increasing prices and degrading the destination, similar to the cases 

studied of the Spanish islands (Blázquez-Salom et al., 2021; Santana-Jiménez & 

Hernández, 2011) and the popular DN destinations of Ubud (MacRae, 2016) and Cluj 

(McElroy, 2020). Alternatively, the problem we encountered in Malaysia is more related 

to alienation, where DNs struggled to integrate into the destination, consistent with our 

findings with Richards (2015). The case of Nosara in Costa Rica (Slidebean, 2022) 

showed the interrelationship between the negative effects of alienation and gentrification, 

where the massive arrival of people not only caused social and economic problems but 

also a disconnection and lack of empathy that feedback on each other. With our five 

bundled practices we want to raise awareness about respectful travel practices. By doing 

so, it becomes easier to establish connections between locals and DNs in the destinations. 

Throughout this process, the inherent complexity of digital nomadism is consistently 

considered, involving all relevant stakeholders, promoting action, and especially 

interaction. 

 

Our focus has been on five cities that are relevant as emerging destinations for DNs. 

However, as the number of DNs increases, more destinations will become interested in 

this target market and more cases will need to be studied to further understand the patterns 

behind digital nomadism. We are aware that this is a complex social phenomenon, and 

we believe that different destinations or even different approaches to these destinations 
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should be considered by academics to expand the knowledge and dynamics regarding 

DNs and destinations. To get the best out of our destinations, we used an ethnographic 

approach. The practices are discovered by immersing ourselves in society, talking to 

people, and building a puzzle of viewpoints that shed light on the understanding of digital 

nomadism. However, we associate them with solutions based on our own experience. 

Therefore, different patterns could be discovered with different perspectives, different 

researchers, and different locations. On the other hand, other methodologies, such as a 

quantitative approach, could be valid and interesting to add to this study in order to 

measure the impact and growth of this phenomenon. 

 

Further research should also be conducted to study digital nomadism in depth. Although 

there has been research conducted to identify various profiles of DNs, such as the work 

by Chevtaeva and Denizci-Guillet (2021), we have recognized the significance of taking 

DN cultural differences, distinct expectations, diverse occupations, and varying priorities 

into consideration. As a result, these considerations will have implications for both locals 

and DNs, fostering improved mutual understanding and stronger connections between the 

two groups. This approach will also have implications for businesses that will better 

understand how to provide better solutions to this growing profile of tourists. A better 

understanding of DNs’ profiles holds particular importance for DN-related businesses as 

our findings indicate that DNs utilize these services to establish trust and confidence. 

These services provide tourism bubbles that enable DNs to better adapt to new 

environments, connect with local communities, and avoid minimizing shock. Contrary to 

the stance presented by Fusté-Forné and Michael (2023), we contend that these bubbles 

should be utilized solely for adaptation and subsequent exploitation in order to genuinely 

engage with the destination. This emphasizes the significance of the interaction we have 

uncovered. It underscores the need for further research that prioritizes the collective of 

stakeholders, rather than isolating individual players in this context. This holistic 

approach implies complexity due to the number of actors involved. Therefore, we believe 

that there should be a cohesive actor that connects all the parts and coordinates a common 

strategy. In this regard, we believe that the public sector is an appropriate actor capable 

of orchestrating the emerging movement of DNs. Hence, further research needs to focus 

on how public organisms are managing this or how they could do so.  
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We focused on alienation and gentrification because there were appropriate concepts that 

we both identified in the research problem, further reviewed in the literature, and 

experienced ourselves during our ethnography. We believe that further research could 

focus on these, but also explore other deficiencies that digital nomadism could cause. 

Moreover, we find it intriguing to delve into the advantages of digital nomadism, aiming 

to enhance these benefits and enable individuals to capitalize on this emerging trend. This 

is a great opportunity to turn this new way of working and traveling into a mechanism 

that enriches societies across the globe.  
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6. Conclusion 

This section summarizes the findings on the connections between DNs and destinations 

to address gentrification and alienation. Five key practices were identified that help to 

connect involved stakeholders to make digital nomadism more sustainable. 

 

Our goal in visiting five different destinations was to explore how DNs and destinations 

can connect to address the issues arising from digital nomadism. Through our research, 

we discovered that stakeholders are working together to mitigate the negative effects of 

digital nomadism. In addition, the ethnographic approach allowed us to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of DNs in specific destinations. By 

comparing these destinations, we were able to strengthen our findings to answer our 

research question.  

 

We identified five bundled practices that build connections between DNs and destinations 

that mitigate the negative effects of digital nomadism, such as gentrification and 

alienation.  

 

First, networking serves as a means of connecting, which helps locals to increase their 

understanding of DNs and especially supports DNs as newcomers to become immersed 

in the local environment. Second, collaboration allows for the exchange of services that 

enrich destinations and facilitate integration for DNs. The first two practices inherently 

involve interaction among stakeholders and predominantly mitigate alienation. Third, 

cultural integration emerges as a dominant bundled practice where especially locals are 

supported by DNs through local purchases. Fourth, connecting through knowledge and 

skill share is a powerful approach that generates benefits through the direct exchange of 

expertise where typically locals are taught skills to boost their business. We found that 

both cultural integration and knowledge and skill sharing are either action-based or 

interaction-based and predominantly mitigate gentrification. Finally, connecting through 

onboarding support is a bundled practice that often requires action by one party, typically 

companies that target DNs. It eases the adaptation process for DNs and reduces the shock 

of the new environment, mitigating alienation.  
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Although some practices are unilateral, bridges are mainly built through interaction, as 

all stakeholders participate in digital nomadism, including related businesses, locals, and 

DNs. 

 

In addition to the patterns of bundled practices we observed across destinations, we also 

found differences, and we would like to highlight two main factors. First, we note a 

country difference, with Malaysia having a low level of alienation and a high level of 

action, and Colombia having a high degree of gentrification and interaction. We also find 

a distinction based on the size of the destinations. Larger and more densely populated 

destinations tend to have higher levels of digital nomadism, both in terms of the number 

of DNs present and the general awareness of the DN phenomenon.  

 

These findings reinforce the importance of building connections with DNs to address the 

challenges of gentrification and alienation. To achieve this goal, the adoption of slow 

tourism practices is essential. Such practices can transform DNs into a quality tourism 

profile, as opposed to the quantity-based approach of mass tourism. With this research, 

we suggest a bundle of practices that can transform digital nomadism into a synergistic 

movement that fosters innovation and prosperity. 
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7. Appendices 

Appendix 1 
Destinations Keywords # Sources 

George Town Friendly people, beaches, delicious food, colonial, 

backpacker, tourists, history, nature, temples, low prices for 

rental apartments, cosmopolitan, easy to blend in as foreigner 

14 Malaysia 
Digital Nomads 

Digital Nomads 
Hub 

Digital Nomads 
Forum 

Digitale 
Nomaden 

Interviews 

Telegram 

Kuala Lumpur Ease of living, friendly people, availability of goods, walkable 

city centre, delicious food availability, English proficiency, 

business, meetups, rainy, good digital infrastructure, skyline 

12 

Langkawi Friendly people, beaches, great, tax free, duty free, affordable, 

beaches, mountains, smaller beach communities 

7 

Cyberjaya / 1 

Kuching/Sarawak Street art, nature, wildlife, delicious food, friendly people, 

rainy, English Proficiency, Chinese Proficiency, locals, unsafe 

8 

Kota Kinabalu Nature, wildlife, delicious food, friendly people 1 

Ipoh temples 2 

Pulau Pangkor / 1 

Malacca Street food, architecture 1 

Johor Bahru Business city 2 

Medellín Fun, good amenities (transportation, restaurants), pick 

pocketing, expats, eternal spring, good weather, pleasant 

atmosphere, big digital nomad community, availability of 

everything, excellent health care, welcoming and curious 

people, stable internet, coffee shops, co workings, sports 

activities, all the nomads there, partying 

11 Digital Nomads 

Digital Nomads 
Colombia 

Backpackers 
Colombia 

 

Cartagena Ocean front, walking around old city, swimming 7 

Pereira Closeness to great places 1 

Bogota Smart, capital, museums, shows, culture, rainy, international 4 

Cali Hot, perfect climate, combination of city and nature, 

convenience of a big city with neighbourhood vibes, great 

health care, friendly people 

2 

Santa Marta Perfect weather, safe, beach 3 

San Andres Perfect beaches, alligators 1 

San Jardin Tiny town vibe, quaint, safe 1 

Guatape Friendly and peaceful 2 

Ipiales / 1 

Palomino Hipster vibe, good internet connection 1 

Table 4: List of Recommended DN Destinations in Malaysia and Colombia  
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Appendix 2 

List of Interview Questions for Private Sector and Locals: 

• DNs as customers; Can you confirm whether you have DNs as customers? If so, how 

important are they to your business in George Town and what is your general 

perception of them? Have you noticed any change in that movement over the last 12 

months? Have you seen more people coming from abroad to work here? 

• Attracting DNs; What strategies do you have in place to attract and retain DNs as 

customers in a sustainable way? Can you describe any specific actions or initiatives 

you have undertaken to cater to the needs of DNs? Where do DNs usually go to? What 

are they usually doing in your city? 

• Sustainability; How do you see the DN phenomenon impacting your destination as a 

whole and how do you think can it get more sustainable? Do you know anything about 

initiatives or regulations in regard to DNs that have been recently implemented? 

• Impact on your business or experience with DNs; Have you experienced any negative 

or positive influence of DNs on your environment, personal situation, or business in 

your city? What is your expected impact of DNs on the local environment? What 

challenges do you anticipate when working with DNs, and how do you plan to 

overcome them? Did you notice any change in your neighborhood or a change in the 

behavior of the local people? Did your perception of DNs change over time and why? 

• Local and engagement; How do you think DNs can connect with the local 

environment and contribute positively? 
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List of Interview Questions for DNs: 

• Job; What kind of work do you do as a DN? How did you get started in your current 

line of work? How do you balance work and travel? Do you feel fulfilled in your job 

as a DN? 

• Destination; How did you end up staying in (city) or Malaysia/Colombia? What 

destinations have you visited as a DN in Malaysia/Colombia and which would you 

recommend for future DNs? What factors do you consider when choosing a 

destination? What makes Malaysia/Colombia different from other DN countries you 

have been to? 

• Hospitality; What services for DNs do you use in (city), such as cafes, co-working 

spaces, or co-livings, and what factors influence your decision? Have you had any 

particularly positive or negative experiences with hospitality services? 

• Policies; What is your opinion on current policies for DNs in Malaysia/Colombia and 

how could they improve? Have you noticed any differences in policies between 

countries? And talking about (city), what do the city and businesses do to keep you 

as a DN? Are you aware of any initiatives or strategies? 

• Sustainability; How do you think digital nomadism can be sustainable in the long run? 

Have you experienced or did you come across any positive or negative impact on the 

local environment in (city) as a DN? For instance, have you heard of people 

complaining about DNs? 

• Your local and cultural engagement; How important are the cultural heritage and the 

locals of a destination to you as a DN? What steps do you take to engage with local 

culture and community in (city)? Do you know any activities or events on how DNs 

can connect with locals? Have you ever participated in any volunteer work or 

community events while traveling? How do you think DNs can contribute positively 

to the destination? 

• DN life: How does your DN life look like? Which events or places do you go to? Do 

you visit cooking classes or yoga sessions? How do you meet other DNs? What are 

some of the most memorable experiences you have had as a DN in (city)? 
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Appendix 3 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Extended Summarized Findings according to Gioia et al. (2013) 
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