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‘DIGITAL NOMAD VISAS': CRITICAL GAPS IN THE
MANAGEMENT AND FACILITATION OF TRANS-
NATIONAL REMOTE WORKING MOBILITIES
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Executive
Summary

Technological advancements have Ffacilitated remote working
practices in an unprecedented way. While the COVID-19 pandemic
made ‘work-from-home' familiar in local settings, many people started
to combine remote work and travel more extensively. Companies and
governments are increasingly looking at borderless labour as an
answer to the competition for global talent. This separation of work
and geographical location has spurred on the development of so
called ‘Digital Nomad Visas' (DNVs), issued by countries eager to
attract transnational remote workers to their territories. This policy
brief highlights the shortcomings and gaps in the current offering of
DNVs and other related schemes in relation to a whole spectrum of
transnational remote working mobilities. It then offers
recommendations for a continuum of policies that extend beyond
economic gain, seeking mutual benefits for the host countries,
individual global talents, and other stakeholders.

The Premise of this Policy Brief

This policy brief is based on an existing body of work by the authors. Firstly,
an overview and analysis of the current state of DNVs and related schemes
by Lily Szabo (née Bruns) as presented in her white paper on the subject
(Bruns & Lee, 2023). Secondly, research by Kaisu Koskela on the policy
rationales of governments implementing DNVs (Koskela & Beckers, 2024)
and the responses of digital nomads to the emergence of these visas
(Koskela, forthcoming). Furthermore, the policy recommendations rely on
two independently acquired sets of data by the authors: an online survey
of 87 digital nomads by Szabo for Remote Commons (Bruns, 2023) and
empirical fieldwork data and interviews by Koskela among digital nomads
in five countries over a 9-month period.
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Key
Messages

1. Governments are competing for skilled Foreign workers, yet
work is no longer inextricably tied to location. This situation
requires new policy solutions that are different from ‘traditional’
labour migration policies.

2. The current DNVs have failed to understand digital nomadism,
resulting in low adoption rates. Digital nomads continue to
primarily utilize tourist visas for their mobilities.

3. Countries should recognize that there are various types of
remote working mobilities and that digital nomads are only one
particular type. Each country should have multiple tailored
policies to match the whole spectrum of remote working
mobilities.

4. These policies should be designed as a continuum that allows
for status change from short-term remote working visits, to
medium and long-term stays. This way, they function as a funnel
to attract, commit and retain global talent as long-term residents.

5. This continuum of policies helps to realise the mutual benefits
that span beyond short-term, tourism-like economic gains to
longer term human capital gains from transnational remote
working flows as a whole.
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The first ‘Digital Nomad Visas' (DNVs) were introduced in the summer of
2020 as a response to the tourism downturn brought about by COVID-19
travel restrictions. Many governments saw the potential in attracting newly
mobile remote workers to replace the lost tourism revenue, and started to
introduce ad-hoc permits of varying duration to stay and work in their
countries. However, long past the pandemic, DNVs are still being
introduced steadily. Depending on definition, about 50 countries issued
DNVs or related schemes to date [1].

1. Current state of Digital Nomad Visa

The primary objective of these visas is to attract affluent visitors for the
direct economic benefits derived from their foreign-earned spending.
Additional benefits to the local economy relate to diversifying tourism
markets and fostering foreign investment. Beyond these economic aims,
countries also seek to attract remote workers for their human capital
benefits, such as Ffostering innovation, introducing new skills and
supporting entrepreneurial ecosystems. These visas can also help advance
broader goals like countering population decline, enhancing global
competitiveness, and internationalizing local talent pools. Moreover, they
allow governments to monitor remote working visitor numbers while
legalizing transnational remote work practices, often unregulated and/or
forbidden under current legislation.

1.1. Policy rationales polarized at tourism and immigration

There is great variation between the DNVs: they range from simple visa-on-
arrival solutions as short as three months to full residence permits of
several years, and have various approaches to tax, health care and social
security inclusion/exclusion.

The designs of the visas have been influenced both by the expected
benefits For the state, but also by varying understandings of their target

[1] Despite their colloguial naming as ‘visas’, we are discussing a wide range of policies from simple entry permits to
residencies. For an updated listing, see KPMG, who currently list 47 ‘Digital Nomad and Remote Work visa options’
in their interactive map: https://assets.kpmg.com/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2022/09/GMS-DigitalNomad-

RemoteWork-TrackerMap.pdf [last accessed 22.10.2024].
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audience. The policy rationales underlying the development of the visas
can be observed on two scales: firstly, the level of civic attachment the visa
offers and demands (rights and duties vis-a-vis the state) and secondly,
temporal elements (such as the length of the visa, possibilities For
extension and permanent residency/citizenship) [2].

Visas that are low on both scales are motivated by a tourism policy
rationale aiming to benefit from digital nomads as short-term visitors
likened to tourism. They are mainly concerned with the immediate
economic boost offered by the direct spending of the visitors' foreign
earned income, and offer little civic attachment opportunities, or
possibilities for integration or more permanent stays in the country. Most
of the visas, especially the earlier visas introduced during the pandemic,
are closer to this end of the spectrum.

Figure 1: Selected DNVs in relation to level of civic attachment and temporality, modification
of the ‘Policy Rationale Typology’ in Koskela & Beckers, 2024
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[2] See Koskela & Beckers, 2024 for further comparison and analysis of different policy rationales.
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Conversely, DNVs that place high on both scales are modelled after an
immigration policy rationale. The fewer countries that follow this policy
rationale see digital nomads as potential skilled (remote working)
migrants. They offer longer visas with paths to permanent residency and
gradually deepening civic attachments that integrate the visa holder in the
country’'s taxation, healthcare and social security systems. The current
offering of DNVs is somewhat polarized at either end of the spectrum.

1.2. The shortcomings of the current visas

Most of the visas have had modest success. Estonia, the first country to
introduce a DNV in the summer of 2020, has granted about 850 visas so far.
The Malaysian ‘Nomad Pass’ has been issued to 726 individuals since
October 2022 [3]; the Croatian DNV to 1411 individuals [4]. Portugal,
whose DNV offers a pathway to permanent residency, boasts perhaps the
highest numbers, with 2600 DNVs granted within the First year [5].

The main reasons for the lack of enthusiasm for these visas among digital
nomads is that their length, application process and requirements do not
match their mobility style; digital nomads tend to change locations every
few months, whereas most of the visas are for a few years. Furthermore,
requirements such as having to travel back to one’s passport country to
apply in person at an embassy, having to secure and register long-term
accommodation and being restricted on the amount of days one would be
allowed to spend outside the DNV country are evident in both researchers’
data as reasons for not applying for the visas (Bruns, 2023; Koskela,
forthcoming).

Some also report difficulties meeting the high income requirements and
justifying the significantly high application fees (up to 20005 in some
cases). In general, digital nomads in both authors’ research object to the
amount of paperwork and bureaucracy involved with these visas. The vast

[3] Figures by request from Visit Estonia in November 2024 and from DE Rantau, Malaysia in December 2024.
[4] Since the beginning of 2022 (Figures 30.09.2024, https://www.mup.gov.hr).

[5] First year figure only, from November 2023, according to https://www.publico.pt/2023/11/03/p3/noticia/ano-
2600-vistos-nomadas-digitais-gostam-viajar-vem-ficar-2068427.
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majority continue their mobility by entering countries on tourist visas,
despite the legal grey zone that leaves them in regarding their right to
work remotely while in the country [6]. In Szabo’s 2023 survey, less than
12% of respondents reported having ever applied for any sort of remote
work related visa (Bruns, 2023).

2. From tourism to migration: types of transnational remote
working mobilities

There are many ways to combine work and international mobility, digital
nomadism being only one, specific way. Starting from the shortest stays,
an increasing number of people are combining an otherwise sedentary life
with trips of various length that mix leisure and remote work to different
degrees. This applies to both tourists who fit in a few days of work to
lengthen their holiday as well as individuals going on more deliberate
‘workations’ or organized work retreats.

Digital nomads differ from this First type in that their mobility is based on
continuous movement and a lack of a permanent home; while they are not
looking to officially move to a country, they also do not return back to a
home base after each trip. They change locations on average every few
weeks to every few months, or at least, as in Cook’s definition: ‘visit at
least three locations a year that are not their own or a friend’s or family
home' [7]. Those at the slower end of this range are sometimes (self-)
referred to as ‘slowmads’.

However, the majority of individuals with the ability to remote work are
unlikely to be interested in a nomadic lifestyle of continuous travel. For
many, their international mobility is motivated by longer, even permanent,
relocation. In essence, they are looking to migrate to another country
and hence to become (remote working) residents continuing their work

[6] A City of London report reviewing legislation of 40 (un-specified) countries states that 52% of them
outrightly ban remote work on visitors visas; 43% leave it as a legislative grey zone. Only 2% expressly
allow it (‘Shaping the future of borderless work’, p.48. https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/supporting-

businesses/economic-research/research-publications/shaping-the-future-of-borderless-work )

[7] Cook, Dave (2023). What is a digital nomad? Definition and taxonomy in the era of mainstream remote

work. World Leisure Journal, 65(2), 256-275. https://doi.org/10.1080/16078055.2023.2190608
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for foreign entities. As they are separate from the local labour market, they
often do not qualify for any pre-existing residency permits or work related
visas. Therefore, they are a prime target group for some of the longer,
immigration rationale DNVs already out. Ultimately, if granted the right,
these individuals may become citizens (with or without remote work) of
their new home country.

Due to the varying lengths of stay and the type of their mobility (as well as
their ‘anticipated return trajectory’, i.e. are they returning back to an
established home, continuing their travels indefinitely or perhaps looking
to make a more permanent move, Koskela, forthcoming), each type has
different needs vis-a-vis the states they visit.

Figure 2: Transnational remote working mobility types (modification of the ‘Remote
Relocation Funnel’ in Bruns & Lee, 2023)
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3. A new policy paradigm For a remote working world

Our stand is that the current DNVs are based on a lack of understanding of
the Full spectrum of remote working mobilities, and the specificity of
digital nomads as only one of these types. Furthermore, the current
policies are focusing on only one policy rationale and one type of remote
working audience at any one time: they are single dots in the typology, so
to speak (Figure 1). Lastly, the arduous application processes and
unwarranted requirements associated with even the shorter tourism
rationale visas are resulting in their low adoption rates.

To address the policy gaps left by the current DNVs, future policies should
be designed to cater for the full spectrum of remote working types. By
addressing different lengths of stay in proportion to different levels of
need for state involvement, states can design policies that are mutually
beneficial, resulting in higher adoption rates.

The increasing prevalence of short term travel that includes remote work
would be best Facilitated with existing tourism entry legislation without
needing further requirements; by adding explicit permission to engage in
remote work while in the country for the allowed duration, states could,
Firstly, legalize a practise that is already widespread, thereby clarifying the
rules for insurance providers and employers concerned about liability
issues [8]. Secondly, adding ‘workation’ as an administrative category of
tourism entry would allow for much needed statistical data on the
prevalence of transnational remote work to be gathered at the point of
entry [9].

Moving forward, new separate visas need to be developed for the medium
length stays for ‘true’ digital nomads and slowmads, whose continuous
movement, medium length stays and low need for state involvement needs
to be kept in mind. Increased civic attachment becomes relevant only when
talking about remote working individuals who wish to stay longer and

[8] Countries already with this policy in place include e.g. Latvia, Mexico and UK, who all explicitly allow for (some)
remote work under their tourism entry rules.
[9] A pilot study of this was done by Estonia in 2023: when asked at the point of entry, 3% of all visitors and 18% of

business visitors self-identifies as digital nomads

(https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/enterprise.estonia/viz/Vlisklastajateuuring2023kaalutud/bimisega_ksimustik).
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become residents. Adding ‘remote work’ as a category to already existing
residence permit protocols would pave the way for migration policies that
take into the realities of contemporary digital labour markets where work
and geographical location are no longer tied together [10].

Lastly, by Ffacilitating permanent residency and citizenship for qualified
candidates states can embrace the chance to commit remote working
talent with full civic rights and duties. The potential for citizenship would
also Facilitate more equal and just mobility rights for skilled individuals
from weaker passport countries, thereby contributing to global
development and greater economic equality.

Figure 3: The new policy paradigm addressing the full spectrum of transnational remote
working types

Allow for residency applications on
the basis of remote work

Create new medium-term
visas for digital nomads

Revise tourism entry rules
to accommodate and legalize remote
working while on short-term visits

CIVIC ATTACHMENT

TEMPORALITY

[10] This is essentially already done by many countries, e.g. Malta, Estonia, Greece and Italy; However, all of them
purposefully limit their remote work based residency rights to 1-4 years, without possibility of extension or status
change beyond that time. Our recommendation is for an inbuilt residency-citizenship track, which already exists in

the DNVs of Spain, Portugal, Latvia, Czech and Mexico.
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3.1 Policy recommendations: a continuum of policies to act as a funnel for
global remote working talent

We recommend each country to implement a continuum of three policies
designed to cover the full spectrum of remote working types. Each policy is
based on their own set of requirements that are proportioned to the
length of stay and the appropriate level of civic attachment. Thereby, we
suggest short-term remote work stays to be treated as simple as tourism
visits, and stays longer than a year to be incorporated to existing residence
permit regulations with all the requirements that that entails.

As the currently missing middle step, our suggested Digital Nomad Visa is
based on limiting the duration of stay to a length that would allow for
exclusion from establishing tax residency. While this is typically based on
the '183-day rule', states can also seek to amend their tax code to allow for
longer exclusions [12]. Exclusion from tax residency would minimise the
duties of the state towards the visa holders. This should mitigate many of
the concerns that have led to current arduous requirements such as in-
person embassy interviews, criminal background checks and long-term
lease registrations.

Such requirements should not be expected before integration into state
services is offered as part of formal residency to those candidates that
meet the increasing conditions. With longer stays and the gradual
deepening of civic attachments between the hosting states and the remote
working residents, governments can start to see further benefits beyond
the apparent economic gains. Realising the full impact of the human capital
of the permit holders, however, requires policies that allow for integration
also to the local economy and (eventually) even labour market [13].

The key points of our final recommendations have been gathered in the
table on the following page introducing the Workation Tourism Entry, the
Digital Nomad Visa and the Remote Working Residency.

[12] As has been done for stays up to one year e.g. for the Croatian, Maltese, and Costa Rican DNVs. Similarly, a
one year DNV stay without tax residency is allowed by many of the Caribbean island states that have no income
tax requirement in general.

[13] E.g. the right to accept local clients or employment, right to establish a business and rights to hire local
employees. Examples of such concessions can already be found in the current DNVs of e.g. Spain, Colombia, and
Estonia.
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Remote Working
Residency

Single entry visit

Multiple-entry fixed-term visa

Renewable residence permit

0-3 Months (orupto 6
months if allowed by existing
legislation on tourism visits)

3-6 Months (or up to 12 months if
legislation allows it without tax
residency)

1 year <+ (extendable from
temporary to permanent residency
according to existing legislation)

Application & Requirements

Granted at point of entry (or as
required to enter as a tourist based
on existing legislation):

1. valid passport (+ standard —
tourism visa requirements *if
relevant based on nationality*)

Online application (with additional
visit to report in person with the
authorities in country, if required):
2. Proof of remote work —
(employment, freelance or contract)
3. Proof of financial subsistence

4. Health insurance

5. Provide contact/stay details
(*short-term/tourism
accommodation accepted*)

Embassy or in country application
(as customary for a residency
application in general):

6. Register a long-term address

7. Criminal background check

8. Birth certificate

9. Letter of intent

10. Establish tax residency (may be
offered as gradual or preferential)
11. Establish social security
inclusion (*if relevant in the
country*)

Policy Objectives

Attract: Establish the country as a
remote work friendly destination.

Commit: Offer global talent a chance
to ‘test drive’ life in the country
(without risks/duties for either side).

Retain: Facilitate immigration of
highly-skilled remote workers with
full civic attachment.

All serve to fill gaps in legislation and legalize transnational remote working practices.

Economic & Human Capital Impacts

« Diversified tourism income (off-
season visits, rural development).

« Increases local jobs + business
catering for remote workers.

« Longer stays — expenditure on
local services beyond tourism.

« Promotes infrastructural + new
industry development.

« Tax revenue + direct spending
from foreign-earned incomes.

« Boosts start-up scene +
facilitates foreign investments.

Internationalization of society and economy

Innovation potential, knowledge transfer and peer-to-peer collaboration

Gain highly-skilled (remote working) migrants and future citizens

Retain domestic talent and youth as opportunities increase
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Conclusions

This policy brief has outlined our recommendations for addressing the critical
gaps in the management and facilitation of transnational remote working
mobilities left by the current offering of DNVs and other related schemes. As
illustrated in the final policy table, we advocate for the introduction of three
separate policy solutions, that address the full spectrum of remote working
mobility types from short to medium to long stays. Ultimately, we recommend
the policies to be implemented as a continuum; only by allowing status change
between each step, can they function as a funnel for not only attracting, but also
committing and retaining this global talent.
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