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Abstract 

Meaningful work is something everyone strives for. Research has in fact showed that some people, 

for instance workers in the creative workforce, desire the experience of meaningful work more than 

health or happiness. In this context, digital nomads are workers within the creative workforce who 

have attracted more attention in recent years due to their adventurous lifestyle that combines work 

and leisure travel. However, there are still many unanswered questions regarding the nomadic life-

style. This study aims to obtain an in-dept understanding of how digital nomads experience meaning 

in their work and therefore asks: How do digital nomads create meaningful work? 

Based on a phenomenological approach, 13 qualitative semi-structured interviews were con-

ducted with individuals who identified themselves as digital nomads. To answer the research ques-

tion, a conceptual framework was developed which visualises how digital nomads create meaning-

ful work. The framework shows that digital nomads’ creation of meaningful work takes place in a 

process as they carry out five different actions, namely increase autonomy, decrease work aliena-

tion, actualize oneself, increase greater good and challenge the conventional. Furthermore, the re-

sults indicate that the process of creating meaning can predominantly involve the individual digital 

nomad or predominantly involve others. The findings contribute with a new understanding of mean-

ingful work and in particular how digital nomads create meaning in their work. As the current world 

situation with a global health crisis is forcing more people to work remotely, the findings seem more 

relevant than ever. Future research is therefore needed to investigate whether the findings can be 

applied to other types of workers for instance remote workers or crowd workers. 
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1.0 Introduction 

During the last couple of decades, the world has witnessed an emergence of new employment forms 

and new types of workers. Organisations are increasingly hiring temporary employees or remote 

workers rather than having permanent employees on site. Additionally, an increasing number of 

people are leaving their 8-16 office job to work remotely and have flexible works hours (Eurofound, 

2015). These people are often labelled gig workers, freelancers, platform workers or digital nomads 

and are part of the gig economy where work arrangements are flexible, on-demand and temporary 

(Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017).  

Digital nomads are especially interesting as they are balancing leisure and work by travelling 

the world while working from their laptop (Thompson, 2018). Digital nomads are usually high-qual-

ified individuals from Western cultures who find their preferred work location in Asian countries 

(Schlagwein, 2018). However, digital nomads are not a new trend, in fact, digital nomads were in-

troduced back in 1997 by Makimoto and Manners  (1997). They argue that it is our natural instinct 

to be nomadic as humans have been nomads for millions of years and only settled down 10.000 

years ago. With improved technologies and 5G on the rise, it is not surprising that more people 

choose a nomadic lifestyle. Actually, it is expected that the number of digital nomads will reach 1 

billion by year 2035 (FOXYpreneur, 2019). This changing nature of work illustrates how globalisation 

and digitalisation are influencing our demands and priorities. With more possibilities than ever, peo-

ple are now seeking for meaningfulness in their work and life which some cannot achieve with tra-

ditional lifestyles, thus some choose to live a digital nomadic lifestyle. 

 Meaningfulness and in particular meaningful work are topics that have been researched for 

several decades. Meaningfulness has been argued to be one of the most important concerns for 

organisations (Podolny, Khurana, & Hill-Popper, 2005) as meaningfulness in work contributes to 

employees’ job satisfaction, performance level and creativity (Bailey, Madden, Alfes, Shantz, & 

Soane, 2017). It has further been argued that the understanding of meaningful work is complex as 

it is not only depended on the work itself but also on the work’s context (Spencer, 2017). The com-

plexity increases as meaningfulness is a highly individual experience (Lepisto and Pratt, 2017). In 

relation to digital nomads, it is argued that they find it particularly important to have meaning in 

their work beyond monetary rewards. The next section will explain further why this area of study is 

of relevance and what will be the main focus of the research. 
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1.1 Focus and relevance 

Despite early predictors of digital nomadism (Makimoto & Manners, 1997) and the attention digital 

nomads have attracted the recent years, there are still many unanswered questions regarding their 

nomadic lifestyle. In particular, we find that there is a literature gap regarding how these new types 

of workers create meaningfulness in their work.  

The majority of the existing literature on meaningful work is researched in the context of tradi-

tional work arrangements and professions (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), 

thus little is known about how temporary and remote workers create meaningfulness in their work 

(Nemkova, Demirel, & Baines, 2019). Additionally, there is limited research on where and how indi-

viduals perceive their work meaningful (Bailey & Madden, 2016). Research within meaningfulness 

is nonetheless relevant as meaningful work has been found to be more important than any other 

aspect of work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003) and the experience of meaningful work is more desired than 

health or happiness (King & Napa, 1998). In this context, it has also been found that people who are 

part of the creative workforce focus even more on meaningful work as they are not only motivated 

by monetary rewards but also by the work itself (Nemkova, Demirel, & Baines, 2019; Huws, 2010). 

Digital nomads are part of the creative workforce which enhances why it is relevant to research 

their meaningfulness.   

It is further relevant because digital nomads have been argued to be substantially different from 

other workers as they combine online work with continuous traveling (Schlagwein, 2018). However, 

while the nomadic lifestyle offers freedom, flexibility and exotic travel destinations, it has also been 

criticised for being lonely, insecure, stressful, unstable and undermining the rights of workers 

(Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Fieseler, Bucher, & Hoffmann, 2019). This got us to question how digital 

nomads perceive meaningfulness in their work when they are met with challenges that are unique 

to this type of work arrangement.  

Previous research state that people who align their passions, skills and values with their working 

professions experience their work meaningful (Nemkova, Demirel, & Baines, 2019), hence, it can be 

assumed that digital nomads experience work meaningful as they are able to do that. However, 

research is needed to answer questions related to digital nomads’ meaningfulness as they are fun-

damental different from other workers, thus, previous research on meaningful work may not be 

applicable.  
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1.2 Research question 

With the above focus and scope in mind, the thesis’ research question has been formulated as: 

 

How do digital nomads create meaningful work? 

 

This thesis aims to answer the above research question by conducting a qualitive research study. By 

undertaking a phenomenological approach, we interviewed 13 digital nomads about their work, life 

and how they experience meaning in these contexts. The thesis’ objectives are to gain in-depth 

insights into digital nomads’ creation of meaningful work by understanding the participating inter-

viewees’ life-world.  

 

It should be highlighted that the research question mainly seeks to address how digital nomads 

create meaningful work. However, meaningful work is not only depended on the work itself but also 

the context of the work (Spencer, 2017). As digital nomads’ lifestyle is what makes the work ar-

rangement unique and it is hard to separate the digital nomads’ work and private life, we find it 

important to include aspects of the digital nomadic lifestyle in the research of how they create 

meaningful work. This means that we will consider the digital nomads’ lifestyle in the examination 

of how they create meaningful work.  

 

The findings will contribute to the lack of literature on meaningfulness in new types of work ar-

rangements in particular in digital nomadism. Additionally, the thesis proposes a new understanding 

of meaningful work and is found highly relevant for the society as temporary and remote work is 

expected to increase in the future (FOXYpreneur, 2019). It is therefore vital to know how meaning-

fulness is created in these future work arrangements.   

The thesis is further relevant for our master specializations as digital nomads are pioneers of 

digital work. Digital nomads exemplify how the digitalisation and IT have provided opportunities for 

new work arrangements and thus serves as an obvious choice of a thesis topic within business and 

IT.  
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1.3 Structure 

The thesis is structured in six chapters which each has a number of sections and sub-sections. This 

chapter makes up the first where the thesis’ topic, relevance and research objectives were intro-

duced. Chapter 2.0 presents a literature review of the currently available literature on digital no-

madism and meaningful work. Chapter 3.0 concerns the methodology where all choices related to 

the research design and methods are explained. The thesis’ findings and results are presented in 

chapter 4.0 where a conceptual framework has been developed to answer the research question. 

Next, in chapter 5.0, the interpretations and implications of the thesis are discussed. This includes 

an evaluation of the research and suggestions for future research. Finally, chapter 6.0 presents a 

conclusion which summarises the entire thesis. The reference list is found after the conclusion.  
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2.0 Literature Review 

This chapter frames the thesis’ theoretical underpinnings and it is divided into two sections. 

In section 2.1, the changing nature of work is explained. The section has three sub-sections 

where an account of the digitalisation, new forms of employment and digital nomads is given. The 

aim with this section is to obtain knowledge about how the digitalisation has changed work arrange-

ments and employment forms. This is considered relevant as it will contribute with a better under-

standing of why and how the phenomenon of digital nomads has evolved. Further, the aim is to 

obtain an understanding of digital nomads through examination of previous literature on digital 

nomadism. 

Section 2.2 presents a theoretical understanding of meaningful work. The aim is to define what 

meaningful work is and further identify the important sources of meaningful work as this will serve 

as a guiding theme for the following research. For this purpose, both literature on meaningfulness 

and meaninglessness have been considered as both topics may be relevant to consider when re-

searching how digital nomads create meaningful work. 

 

2.1 The changing nature of work 

The way we organise, perform and perceive work is undergoing a radical change. Barley, Bechky and 

Milliken (2017) argue that this change has happened worldwide over the last four decades and will 

continue to do so. They find that the changing nature of work and employment have not been ad-

dressed properly in organisation and management studies. As a matter of fact, the nature of work 

is changing so radically that the theory from the industrial sociology and organisational behaviour 

and -psychology, which dates back to the 1960s and 70s, does not capture what is happening in the 

21st century (Barley et al., 2017).  

The changing nature of how people work is also influencing the relationship between employer 

and employees. In respond to a world with increasing competition, globalisation and digitalisation, 

organisations demand more from their employees such as adaptability and flexibility and provide 

less in return besides than a job (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). Meanwhile, employees demand op-

portunities to develop their skills, so they will become more employable, self-managed and entre-

preneurial (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). Some argue that the result of 



   

 

  Page 10 of 100 

these changes are causing more frustration and disappointment among individuals instead of cre-

ating more freedom for self-expression and opportunities to be fulfilled (Bunting, 2004). 

There are many facets of this changing nature of work; new technologies, digitalisation, global-

isation and new norms and requirements from both the employers and employees. The structure 

of this section follows as: First, a brief account of how the digitalisation is transforming the way we 

organise work is given which is considered relevant when understanding how new forms of employ-

ment have emerged. Second, an explanation of the new forms of employment that have emerged 

is given as this will enable a better understanding of how and why digital nomadism has evolved. 

Lastly, the concept of digital nomads will be explained which will contribute with a better under-

standing of digital nomads and are therefore relevant in the research of how digital nomads create 

meaningful work.   

 

2.1.1 Digital transformation of work 

A vital change in the nature of work concerns the digital revolution. Since the internet and our tech-

nology are becoming more ubiquitous, new ways to buy or sell products and services have devel-

oped (Cherry, 2016). This includes new ways to organise labour and run businesses such as gig work-

ers and Electronic Commerce (EC) business models. Gig workers are part of the gig economy which 

describes work arrangements that are flexible, on-demand and temporary (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 

2017). In this way, computer networks have changed the traditional working conditions by enabling 

workers to stay connected anytime from anywhere in the world (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016).  

Moreover, technology development through the last decades are also impacting employment 

and the world economy (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2017). Artificial Intelligence (AI), for instance, is 

enabling organisations to improve their products and services and to develop more efficient proce-

dures for example by replacing employees with robots (Günther, Mehrizi, Huysman, & Feldberg, 

2017). AI is used in many areas and is “transforming web search, advertising, e-commerce, finance, 

logistics, media, and more.” (Ng, 2019, p. 2). The technology development is already substituting 

certain types of jobs like in the US where there are self-driving trucks (Barley et al., 2017). However, 

it also disrupts traditional industries like education where students can use Virtual Reality (VR) to 

get hands-on experience in online virtual labs (InfoSec Learning, 2020). 
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In that way, the digital revolution has enforced many changes in the way people work and live 

and it will continue to do so. The next sub-section will in this connection explain some of the new 

employment forms that has emerged.  

 

2.1.2 New forms of employment 

New forms of employment have emerged across the world due to social, economic and technolog-

ical changes (Barley et al., 2017). The increased need for flexibility by both employers and employ-

ees has transformed the traditional relationship between employer and employee and given rise to 

unusual work patterns and places of work (Eurofound, 2015). Job sharing, where an organisation 

hires two or more people to jointly fill one full-time position, or ICT-based mobile work, where em-

ployees can work online no matter the time and location, are examples of these changed employ-

ment conditions. For the matter of this research, the changes in the self-employment and freelanc-

ing jobs are more interesting as digital nomadism is viewed as a subcategory of these. This will be 

detailed below. 

 

One crucial change for self-employed and freelancers is the gig economy. The gig economy pro-

motes micro-entrepreneurship and self-employment by enabling contingent work arrangements 

(Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). Contingent work is a term used for forms of employment which are 

tied to the completion of a specific task with a relatively short duration and it covers numerous of 

employment relationships such as self-employed, freelancers and consultants (Barley et al., 2017; 

Fournier, 2015). The gig economy has resulted in an emergence of different types of workers such 

as crowd workers and digital nomads. These workers both fall into the gig worker category which is 

an umbrella term we use for digital workers who are location independent. Being a gig worker there-

fore entails working digitally with employment relationships ranging from semi-permanent em-

ployee to anonymous crowdsourcing or on-demand labour (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). A crucial 

part of the gig economy is digital platforms where gig workers communicate, network, find support 

and make transactions (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). On-demand labour platforms like Upwork and 

Worksome are enabling convenience and flexibility for gig workers though they may not even come 

in contact with their employer while performing the work tasks (Barley et al., 2017). It is estimated 

that 36% of the US workforce are working in the gig economy either as primary job or as a 
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supplement to the main income (McFeely & Pendell, 2018) which emphasizes the gig economy’s 

popularity. 

While forms of contingent work are expanding, the number of project-based companies are 

increasing too. Barley et al. (2017) claim that flexible project work is now becoming a predominant 

form of organising in the high-tech industries and it will expand to other sectors like banking and 

retail in the future. This change also influences workers who increasingly turn into independent 

contractors also known as freelancers. Freelancers are self-employed who usually work with multi-

ple clients at once (Kazi, Mdyusoff, Anwar, & Kazi, 2014). Their work is usually temporary, and they 

work on a project basis. Freelancers are selling expertise, knowledge and skills which also mean 

most freelancers work online and can be location independent. 

Another form of employment that has emerged within the gig economy is crowd employment. 

This employment form takes place on online platforms and involves organisations who want to out-

source specific tasks and individuals who provides services or products in exchange for payment 

(Eurofound, 2015). Different terms have been used for crowd workers in the literature, terms like 

microworkers, platform workers and online freelancers. The two former terms are viewed as sub-

categories of crowd workers whereas online freelancers are viewed as a distinct category 

(Margaryan, 2019). Crowd workers are often taking on smaller and less complex task from a lager 

project. These tasks can normally be completed within short time and do not require special skills 

to complete. On the other hand, online freelancing work tasks requires specialised or professional 

skills to carry out. These tasks tend to be larger and more complex, hence they will take more time 

to execute (Margaryan, 2019). Typical job tasks found on crowd employment platforms such as Am-

azon Mechanical Turk or Adtriboo are tagging images and corporate image design. The former tasks 

are more directed towards crowd workers whereas the latter are better suited for freelancers. 

Another trend we see is the trend of working remotely. Since 2005, working from home has 

increased 140% (Simovic, 2019) and it is estimated that half of the labour force will be working 

remotely in 30 years from now (Hart, 2018). Working remotely offers flexible schedules and can 

even increase people’s happiness and productivity level (Simovic, 2019). However, working re-

motely can also be isolating, thus the employment form collaborative employment has arisen. With 

collaborative employment, self-employed and freelancers seek to overcome limitations of size and 

isolation by cooperating (Eurofound, 2015). The cooperation can be facilitated through online 
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communities or social media platforms which some new group of workers particularly use for in-

stance digital nomads. Digital nomads are a subcategory of gig workers meaning they work digitally 

and are location independent (Nash, Jarrahi, Sutherland, & Phillips, 2018). However, they exploit 

their freedom by travelling the world while working (Thompson, 2018). Digital nomads can function 

in multiple types of work such as online freelancing, crowd work or online reselling. Digital nomads 

differ from other types of gig workers because of their strong self-identity and because of their 

active adoption of digital platforms which support their work (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Müller, 

2016). 

 

Summing up, the gig economy has given rise to various new employment forms such as crowd work-

ers, online freelancers and digital nomads. Digital nomads are viewed as a distinct category within 

the gig economy due to their adventurous lifestyle with frequent travel plans. There are many as-

pects which make digital nomadism interesting to investigate, thus the next sub-section serves to 

give a more comprehensive understanding of digital nomadism. 

 

2.1.3 Digital nomads 

As mentioned in the previous section, digital nomads are characterised as being workers who work 

digitally, are location independent and travel frequently (Thompson, 2018). Digital nomads usually 

choose travel destinations based on personal preferences and living costs rather than professional 

reasons. Some of the most popular destinations are therefore Bali or Thailand (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 

2017) as these places are considered warm, scenic, affordable and “welcoming to Westerns” 

(Thompson, 2018). The length of a stay varies as some digital nomads stay in a city for a week while 

others stay for six months (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Hart, 2018). Many digital nomads choose a 

mobile lifestyle because they want to escape from the traditional 9-5 office job and because they 

have a desire to travel (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Horton, 2017). 

Digital nomads work in many different industries such as design, marketing, content creation, 

consulting or development (FOXYpreneur, 2019). Most digital nomads are either working as online 

freelancers or internet entrepreneurs (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). It is not unusual that individuals 

who want to become a digital nomad change their career path in order to make an income digitally. 

Thereby, a lawyer might become a food and travel blogger which requires a new skillset (Nash et 
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al., 2018). No matter the industry digital nomads work in, they all make use of technologies and 

various platforms to find work or support their work. Cloud services are for instance invaluable in 

supporting nomadic work as cloud services enable access to stored information anywhere with an 

internet connection (Nash et al., 2018). 

Despite digital nomads move around frequently, they tend to organise their work routines in 

the same way (Thompson, 2018).  Most digital nomads are using coworking spaces or coffee shops 

as their workplace because it enables them to have flexible travel plans (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). 

The number of coworking spaces has grown strongly in the recent years which sustain their popu-

larity (Orel, 2019). Coworking spaces are beneficial for digital nomads because they improve the 

quality of their lives by “enabling them to tackle the sensation of isolation by socializing with like-

minded individuals, enhance work productivity and balance their work-leisure effectively” (Orel, 

2019, p. 223). Consequently, coworking spaces tend to play an important role of the nomadic 

lifestyle because they solve many of the challenges digital nomads deal with such as professional 

isolation, loneliness and balancing leisure with work. 

One of the things that distinguishes digital nomads from other remote workers is their identifi-

cation with the term “digital nomad”. They want to establish and maintain a community identity 

around this and despite digital nomads work across different industries, they share similar practices 

in the way they travel to exotic places (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; MacRae, 2016). They therefore 

take an active part in Facebook communities like Female Digital Nomads or Digital Nomads Around 

the World or in other online communities such as Meetup.com or the slack chat #nomadlist. Through 

these online communities, digital nomads are able to connect and meet other like-minded work-

travellers. The communities are helping to solve some of the challenges that digital nomads might 

deal with such as loneliness and finding travel partners (Nash et al., 2018). The communities are 

also used for a number of practical reasons such as finding important information about travel des-

tinations, housing information and give recommendations to each other. 

The life as a digital nomad has several advantages. One of the key advantages is daily flexibility. 

Anna Hart who is a digital nomad (2018) elaborates:  

As a freelance writer, I consider this freedom one of my greatest assets, allowing 

me to work full-time from a campervan in New Zealand for six months, from beach 
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huts across Thailand, from a co-working space in Bali or from an Airbnb flat in Los 

Angeles. (para. 3). 

From this quote, another key advantage is identified; travelling. By living in new cities and countries, 

digital nomads are able to meet new cultures, spot trends and connect with people from all over 

the world (Hart, 2018). They can escape from bad weather forecasts and if the office rent or coffee 

prices are too high, they can move on to the next city or country. Hart (2018) also highlights that 

she has increased her productivity by working remotely. This is supported by statistics that show 

that 77% are more productive when working remotely and 30% accomplish more in less time (CoSo, 

2015). However, other people find it harder to be productive in the nomadic lifestyle because of the 

lack of fixed routines and it can be difficult to motivate oneself when adventures are waiting outside 

(Nash et al., 2018). Additionally, travelling in different time zones and having clients on the other 

side of the world may impact one’s productivity level. 

However, being a digital nomad is not without concerns. Full-time travel increases the risks of 

mental health issues and as mentioned earlier, working remotely can lead to professional isolation 

(Grassin, 2018; Simovic, 2019). A full-time traveller and blogger named Alex in Wanderland (2014) 

touches upon these issues: 

But every lifestyle involves sacrifices. And this one, for all it gives me, does lack in 

some things I’ve grown to feel the absence of — the comforts of a routine, the 

depth of long term friendships and relationships, the stability of regular employ-

ment, a place to call home, a sense of balance. The truth is, for me, much of 2014 

was spent on the brink of burnout. (para. 3). 

This quote highlights many of the serious concerns of being a digital nomad. First, the lack of rou-

tines is worrying as routines are claimed to be good for one’s mental health by creating structures 

and reducing stress levels (Blurt Team, 2018). Second, digital nomads do not have the stability of 

regular employment with a reliable source of income which causes ongoing concerns about if they 

have enough work and can earn enough money (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). This unpredictable 

future may lead to a low-grade anxiety (Grassin, 2018). Third, when digital nomads always are trav-

elling, they have to handle stressful logistics such as visa applications, language barriers, accommo-

dation options and bad internet connection. Fourth, it can be challenging to maintain friendships as 
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a digital nomad which can result in loneliness (Alex in Wanderland, 2014; Nash et al., 2018). Even 

though social media enables people to stay in touch with their friends and family, it is hard to miss 

out on big events like birthdays and weddings (Hart, 2018). Lastly, as digital nomads can work no 

matter the time and location, the boundary between private life and work disappears which can 

result in higher stress levels (Thompson, 2018; Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). With these things in 

mind, some people find the digital nomad adventure is too much of a hassle. 

 

Taking all this into consideration, the gig economy is indisputable changing the way we work. It is 

enabling more flexibility and freedom to workers but when people have the possibility of working 

anywhere, anytime, the boundary between work and private life is being blurred. This brings out 

the question about how this disruption in landscape of work and employment are affecting people’s 

lives. Without the possibility of stability in one’s job, how are individuals supposed to answer fun-

damental questions like “who am I?” or “how is what I am doing meaningful?” (Barley et al., 2017, 

p. 112). In regard to latter question, there are different theories about what individuals perceive as 

meaningful. This is relevant to consider in the research of how digital nomads create meaningful 

work, hence next section will unfold the area of meaningful work. 

 

2.2 Theoretical understanding of meaningful work  

Meaningfulness and meaningful work are themes that have played an extensive role in organisa-

tional studies for decades (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017). Scholars claim that mean-

ingfulness in work is one of the most important concerns for organisations (Podolny, Khurana, & 

Hill-Popper, 2005) and that individuals desire meaningful work more than health or happiness (King 

& Napa, 1998). The experience of meaningful work can among other things create a high level of 

job satisfaction and increase creativity and performance level within an organisation (Bailey et al., 

2017). Additionally, studies show that younger generations find meaningful work especially im-

portant and “over 50% of young workers would accept a lower wage or diminished role if their work 

contributed to something ‘‘more important and meaningful’’” (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017, p. 100; Kelly 

Global Workforce Index, 2009). In regard to digital nomads, it is argued that digital nomads, as part 

of the creative workforce, focus even more on meaningful work as the creative workforce is not 

only motivated by monetary rewards but also by the work itself (Nemkova, Demirel, & Baines, 2019; 
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Huws, 2010). However, throughout the time, there has been variances in how to define and con-

ceptualize meaningful work. The following sub-sections will therefore firstly give a theoretical un-

derstanding of what meaningful work is. Secondly, the important sources of meaningful work are 

explained. Lastly, literature on what makes work meaningless is included as this may be relevant to 

consider in the examination of how meaningful work is created. 

 

2.2.1 Definition of meaningful work 

The literature on meaningful work has fundamental differences in its assumptions and definitions.  

However, there is a general consensus that meaningful work relates to the broader term meaning-

fulness (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), hence it is relevant to include this in the examination of what mean-

ingful work is. Like other scholars (e.g. Rosso, Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), 

we use the two terms interchangeably. 

Some researchers suggest that meaningful work relates to a phycological state (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1975), while others view it in a more existentialist way where meaningfulness should help 

workers answer the question “why am I here?” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). And while managerial re-

search argue that organisations should manage and promote meaningfulness through leadership or 

the organisational culture (Kost, Fieseler, & Wong, 2018), the humanities argue the opposite and 

suggest “that meaningfulness does not need to be provided, as the distinct feature of a human being 

is that he or she has an intrinsic ‘will to meaning’” (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 491). In other 

words, meaningfulness is a personal experience and cannot be incurred. Thus, there are varies opin-

ions on what meaningful work is and whether meaningfulness can be created and managed in an 

organisation (Bailey et al., 2017). The latter is particularly relevant when we consider the new ex-

panding group of contingent workers who have no or minimal organisational support. 

Lepisto and Pratt (2017) compiled different definitions on meaningful work. With almost 20 

different definitions, they found that meaningful work is characterised as being an individual phe-

nomenon and the core of it is “positivity associated with an individual’s work” (p. 103). Put differ-

ently, only the individual can judge whether the work carried out is perceived purposeful or not and 

this is evaluated to his or her standards and ideas of meaningful work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; May, 

Gilson, & Harter, 2004). Meaningful work can therefore be defined as an individual phenomenon 

where there is positivity associated with one’s work.  
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It should be mentioned that meaningfulness occurs episodic, hence it is not a persistent emo-

tion and meaningfulness is rarely experienced in the moment rather it is a reflective experience 

(Bailey & Madden, 2016). There is further an overall consensus in previous literature that meaning-

fulness can be viewed from an internal or an external perspective (e.g. Kost et al., 2018; Rosso et 

al., 2010; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). The internal perspective relates to 

the individuals’ self, whereas the external perspective is concerning meaningfulness that goes be-

yond the individual. Additionally, the sources of meaningful work are personal and often goes be-

yond the context of work (Bailey & Madden, 2016; Spencer, 2017). This will be elaborated on in the 

next section. 

 

2.2.2 Important sources of meaningful work 

There are different ways to examine meaningful work. Some researchers focus on sources of mean-

ingfulness, while other researchers are more concerned with the process of creating meaningful-

ness. The majority of research on meaningful work is however examining the sources of meaningful 

work. This is for instance done by Bailey et al. (2017) who studied how organisations seek to manage 

their employees’ experience of meaningfulness through job design, leadership, human resource 

management and culture. Bailey et al. (2017) argue that meaningful work can arise from four dif-

ferent sources. The first source is the work task itself where elements such as skill variety and task 

significance create higher levels of motivation and satisfaction, so the feeling of meaningfulness is 

promoted. The second source relates to the roles people perform (Bailey et al., 2017). People are 

likely to perceive their work as meaningful if the roles they perform resonate with their self-percep-

tion and if others think that these roles are important. Third, interactions with colleagues or other 

stakeholders can create a feeling of belonginess and shared identity (Bailey et al., 2017). Drawing 

on social identity theory, this may increase one’s self-esteem, thus the experienced meaningfulness 

is enhanced (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). The last source of meaningful work arises from the organisa-

tion itself. Organisations carry a system of meaning that can influence how employees interpret the 

meaning and meaningfulness of their work (Bailey et al., 2017) and people are in this connection 

more likely to feel satisfied and authentic if their values are consistent with the organisation’s values 

(Brief & Nord, 1990). Identifying with an organisation’s overall mission may also enrich the experi-

enced meaningfulness as it can fulfil people’s need for status (Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2012).  
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Another study that researches meaningful work from a source view is Lips-Wiersma and Morris 

(2009). They examine meaningfulness as a something that goes beyond the context of organisa-

tions. Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) study is drawing attention to the humanities’ literature on 

meaningful work and life, and they state that much of managerial research has only focused on how 

to provide and manage meaning through leadership and organisational culture (p. 1). The findings 

show that meaningfulness is both an important concern for the individual and for the organisation. 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) argue that there are four sources of meaningful work and life. The 

first source, developing and becoming self, relates to staying true to oneself and personal growth. 

The second source, unity with others, is concerning how sharing values and belongingness make 

people feel united when they work together. The next source is serving others and is about making 

a difference and meeting the needs of others. Finally, expressing full potential is the last source and 

relates to how individuals find meaning by expressing their potential through creating, achieving 

and influencing others (ibid., p. 501). The sources are viewed in relation to the different dimensions 

doing and being and self and others according to Lips-Wiersma and Morris’ framework.  

 A study which is conforming with some of the sources of meaningful work that Lips-Wiersma 

and Morris (2009) identified is Lepisto and Pratt’s (2017) study. Lepisto and Pratt (2017) undertake 

a twofold point of view to meaningfulness and argue that meaningful work can be conceptualized 

from a realization perspective and a justification perspective. The former concerns “meaningfulness 

via fulfillment of needs, motivations, and desires associated with self-actualization” (p. 104) and the 

latter focuses on how individuals can justify their work is valuable by for instance searching for social 

meaning and greater good. The researcher further argue that autonomy, control, skill and task sig-

nificance are some of the necessary prerequisites to promote meaningful work. This means that the 

work task itself is not a direct source to meaningful work which is contrary to Bailey et al. (2017) 

who identified the work task as a source to meaningfulness. A newer study carried out by Martela 

and Pessi (2018) extends Lepisto and Pratt’s (2017) twofold point of view to meaningfulness. They 

argue that meaningful work consists of three elements namely work significance, broader purpose 

and self-realization. In that way, work is perceived meaningful when it feels significant and worth 

doing by serving the greater good and when one has a sense of autonomy and authenticity (Martela 

& Pessi, 2018).   
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An alternative to researching the sources of meaningful work is to examine meaningfulness as a 

process. This was done by Rosso et al. (2010) who propose a new understanding of the literature’s 

previous identified sources of meaningful work by developing a theoretical framework with four 

pathways to meaningful work. They mention that pathways to meaningful work are actions towards 

creation of meaningfulness, hence they suggest meaningfulness is created in a process. The path-

ways are divided into two categories based on whether the meaningfulness is directed toward the 

self or others and based on whether people approach their work to differentiate and separate or to 

contact and unite with others. The four pathways were found to be: individuation which concerns 

one’s autonomy, competences and self-esteem; contribution which reflects one’s actions carried 

out for the greater good; self-connection which concerns one’s authenticity and finally; unification 

which concerns one’s actions that creates belongingness and harmony between people. Rosso et 

al. (2010) further argue that the pathways are not mutually exclusive rather they are activated sim-

ultaneously which may increase the experienced meaningfulness. 

 

In regard to how the new group of workers as accounted for in sub-section 2.1.2 find their work 

meaningful, a few studies have been investigating this. These studies are found particularly im-

portant as they are part of the creative workforce which digital nomads are as well. It should be 

noted that these studies are researched from a source view like Bailey et al. (2017), Lips-Wiersma 

and Morris (2009), Lepisto and Pratt (2017) and Martela and Pessi (2018). 

One of these studies was undertaken by Kost, Fieseler and Wong (2018) and concern crowd 

workers’ construction of meaningfulness. They identified four sources of meaningfulness: rewards, 

self-improvement, moral and social (Kost et al., 2018, p. 101). The researchers further found that 

these sources could be categorised into an internal or external perspective in regard to how the 

meaningfulness was created. Where rewards and self-improvement were internally created and for 

instance concerned monetary rewards, freedom, self-development through learning, moral and so-

cial related to helping other people or doing something for the greater good and meaningfulness 

was therefore created externally. 

Another study was completed by Nemkova, Demirel, & Baine (2019) who researched how free-

lancers in the digital platform economy constitute meaningful work. They followed a perspective 

where meaningful work has either latent or manifest meanings (Gill, 1999). Where the former 
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meaning “includes intrinsic rewards of autonomy, creativity, authenticity and external recognition 

among others” (Nemkova et al., 2019, p. 228), the manifest meaning is related to instrumental or 

economic rewards. The findings revealed that for some freelancers, monetary rewards constituted 

the only meaning, however, most of the freelancers had a desire for finding latent meanings beyond 

monetary rewards. So, they found their work meaningful through “autonomy, authenticity, creativ-

ity and appreciation from clients” (ibid., p. 237). 

 

Taking all this into account, an overview of the different sources of meaningful work has been sum-

marised in below concept matrix. It should be noted that even though Rosso et al. (2010) did not 

define their findings as sources, the study has been included in the concept matrix to give an over-

view of all the studies accounted for in this sub-section. Furthermore, the sources of meaningful 

work have been based on the literature’s use of terms, however, some researchers use different 

terms though they are defining the same concept. In these cases, the original term has been put in 

the notes under the concept matrix. 

 

 (Bailey, 
Madden, 
Alfes, Shantz, 
& Soane, 
2017) 

(Kost, 
Fieseler, 
& Wong, 
2018) 

(Lepisto 
& 
Pratt, 
2017) 

(Lips-
Wiersma 
& 
Morris, 
2009) 

(Martela 
& Pessi, 
2018) 

(Nemkova, 
Demirel, & 
Baines, 
2019) 

(Rosso, 
Dekas, & 
Wrzesniewski, 
2010) 

Authenticity1    x x x x 
Autonomy2  x   x x x 
Belonginess3 x   x   x 
Broader pur-
pose / greater 
good4 

 x x x x  x 

Organisa-
tional support 

x       

Monetary re-
wards 

 x    x  

Self-actual-
ization5 

 x x x x   

Task/work 
significance6 

x x   x x  

The work role 
performed 

x       

Table 1: Concept matrix 
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Notes: 

1: Authenticity is by Rosso et al. (2010) referred to as self-connection, is by Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) re-

ferred to as being true to self and is part of Martela and Pessi’s (2018) definition of self-realization. 

2: Autonomy is part of what Rosso et al. (2010) call individuation, is part of Kost et al.’s (2018) definition of rewards 

and is part of Martela and Pessi’s (2018) definition of self-realization. 

3: Belonginess: Bailey et al. (2017) mention that interactions with colleagues can create belonginess, Lips-Wiersma 

and Morris (2009) referred to it as unity with others and Rosso et al. (2010) refer to belongingness as unification. 

4: Broader purpose/greater good is by Lepisto & Pratt (2017) defined as accounting for the worth of one’s work, 

is by Kost et al. (2018) named moral, is by Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) referred to as serving others and is by 

Rosso et al. (2010) referred to  as contribution. 

5: Self-actualization: Kost et al. (2018) referred to this as self-improvement. 

6: Task/work significance is referred to as using unique skills and helping the requester by Kost et al. (2018) and is 

by Nemkova et al. (2019) referred to as creativity and appreciation from clients. 

 

2.2.3 Meaninglessness 

In relation to what makes work meaningful, it can also be relevant to take a look on the opposite 

namely what makes work meaningless. The majority of previous literature looking into this phe-

nomenon addresses the concept of work alienation. Work alienation can be traced back to Karl 

Marx’s manuscripts from 1844 and concerns the process whereby one is alienated, i.e. feels foreign, 

to his or her work. Work alienation has since then developed to becoming a concept with multiple 

dimensions (Nair & Vohra, 2009), and it is often researched in regard to the effects of work aliena-

tion for instance poor work performance and reduced organisational commitment (Tummers & Den 

Dulk, 2013; Erim, 2019). Seeman (1959) defined five dimensions of alienation: Powerlessness, mean-

inglessness, normlessness, isolation, and self-estrangement. The first dimension, powerlessness, is 

defined as “the feeling of the employee that he or she does not have control over the way things are 

done at work” (Nair & Vohra, 2009, p. 851) while meaninglessness is defined as “the perception of 

employees that their work is not important or worthwhile, for instance because it has no value for 

society or for their own clients” (ibid.). The third dimension, normlessness, refers to Durkheim’s de-

scription of anomie which describes situations where social norms no longer are functioning 

(Seeman, 1959). The next dimension concerns isolation and refers to when individuals are detached 

and isolated from the society and the cultures. The last dimension defines self-estrangement which 

manifests in employees if they carry out their work just for the sake of a salary, to get the work over 
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with or act to please others (Seeman, 1959). As a few studies previously have linked lack of mean-

ingfulness to work alienation (Tummers, Bekkers, van Thiel, & Steijn, 2015; Erim, 2019), we argue 

that the dimensions of work alienation may be relevant to consider when examining how digital 

nomads create meaningful work. 

Furthermore, previous research has also cultivated the perspective from creating meaningful-

ness to eliminating meaninglessness. This was done by Bailey and Madden (2016) who found that 

“although quality of leadership received virtually no mention at all when people described meaning-

ful moments at work, poor management was top of the list of meaning-destroyers” (Bailey & Mad-

den, 2016, p. 3). It was discovered that organisational leadership had little to no effect on creating 

meaningfulness and further that poor management in fact may reduce or even destroy the experi-

ence of meaningful work for the employer. The researchers identify seven things that leaders do 

that destroys meaningfulness for employees: 

1. Take your employees for granted 

2. Treat people unfairly 

3. Give people pointless work to do 

4. Over-ride people’s better judgement 

5. Put people at risk of physical or emotional harm 

6. Disconnect people from supportive relationships  

7. Disconnect people from their values 

Bailey and Madden (2016) conclude that meaningfulness is not something that can be managed, 

and therefore argue that the perspective of cultivating meaningfulness should be changed to elim-

inating meaninglessness by avoiding these seven things stated above. It should be noted that in a 

newer study where Bailey and Madden among others take part in (Bailey et al., 2017), they argue 

that organisational support can be a source of meaningfulness if it is done right. However, if not 

done right, it may have harmful consequences for the individual’s meaningfulness. 

 

This chapter aimed at demonstrating an overview of the literature that is relevant for researching 

and answering the research question of how digital nomads create meaningful work. However, as 

there is no literature which directly researched meaningfulness for digital nomads, it is found 
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necessary to collect primary data in order to answer the research question. The next chapter is 

therefore explaining the thesis’ methodology including its research design and associated data col-

lection.  
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3.0 Methodology 

In this chapter, an account for the methodology and research design is given. The structure is based 

on Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2015) research onion which represents different layers a re-

searcher should describe in the methodology section and is illustrated below.  

 
Figure 1: Research onion. Note. Reprinted from “Research Methods for Business Students”, by Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, 

A., 2015, p. 124., Pearson Education Limited. 

 

The chapter is structured so that section 3.1 concerns the two outer layers research philosophy and 

approach to theory development. The following section, 3.2, describes our research design which 

makes up the three orange layers in the research onion. Finally, the data collection and data analysis 

have been split into two sections where section 3.3 concerns our choices related to data collection 

and section 3.4 explains the procedures related to data analysis.  
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3.1 Research philosophy 

In this thesis, we aim to get a richer understanding on how digital nomads create meaningful work. 

This means that we want to understand individuals’ perceptions, experiences and subjective opin-

ions about meaningful work. Thus, an interpretivist research philosophy has been undertaken. In-

terpretivism is an approach to social science and concerns the understanding of human behaviour 

(Bryman, 2012). Interpretivism’s ontological position assumes that the world is complex and rich, 

meaning that there can be multiple realities (Saunders et al., 2015). This is contrary to positivism 

where the world is external and there is only one objective reality. Furthermore, interpretivism’s 

epistemological framework assumes that the social reality can only be understood through human 

interaction such as culture and language (Saunders et al., 2015). Thereby, the research produced is 

value-bond to the subject and the researchers are viewed as part of what is being researched. This 

is contrary to positivism where research is regarded as value-free, and the researcher has a neutral 

act as independent from the undertaken research (Saunders et al., 2015). 

Different strands of interpretivism place different emphasis on how to collect and analyse data 

in practice (Saunders et al., 2015). This thesis conducts its empirical data collection and analysis 

using phenomenology as a research philosophy approach and this is explained in the sub-section 

below. 

 

3.1.1 Research philosophy of phenomenology 

The philosophy of phenomenology was originally founded by the German philosopher Edmund Hus-

serl (1859-1938) and has since the beginning of the 20th century developed through the philosophy 

itself (Bryman, 2012). Phenomenology is concerned with the question of how individuals experience 

and make sense of the world around them. Furthermore, phenomenology is focused on the descrip-

tion of a chosen experiential phenomena such as “how does digital nomads experience meaningful-

ness?”. By paying close attention to the phenomena and its unique and concrete context, phenom-

enology aims to reveal the essential of a phenomenon (Todres, 2005). In the practice of using phe-

nomenology as an empirical qualitative research approach, an important term life-world has been 

established (Todres, 2005). Husserl used life-world to describe the flow of people’s experiences, 

(Todres, 2005) and the sum of these experiences are what makes up the individual’s life-world.  
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In phenomenology, the researcher is concerned with human behaviour and how humans inter-

pret and experience the world. Thus, to gain as deep and rich descriptions as possible, the re-

searcher aims to access the description of life-world experiences from people who firstly had a rel-

evant experience to what is being researched and secondly are able to describe it (Todres, 2005). In 

order to understand the meaning of the subject’s action and the social world in general, the re-

searcher must attempt to see things from the subjects’ point of view (Bryman, 2012). In practice 

this means that the researcher must bracket out his or her preconceptions in regard to the re-

searched topic in order to enter another individual’s life-world (Bryman, 2012). 

As a part of interpretivism, the phenomenological approach is subject to a social science epis-

temology. The matter of the subject is in social science crucial, and it is recognized that the subject 

is embedded in the social reality which we as researchers are a part of. Thereby, we acknowledge 

that we as researchers are part of what is being researched, hence we cannot be objective towards 

our research. The social scientist is to understand not just the action in itself but also the meaning 

behind it, and this requires the scientist gains access to the subjects’ perceptions of the social world. 

This is why social science finds interviews as a popular data collection method as it enables the 

researcher to access the subjects’ lived experience (Saunders et al., 2015). 

The methodological consequence of using phenomenology is that the subjects’ lived experience 

is what matters and not whether or not it is true in an “objective” sense (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 

2010). Intersubjectivity is a term used to emphasize this because it is recognized that each subject 

can experience the object in many different ways as a part of the collective social reality (ibid.). The 

subject and the subjective experience are therefore crucial in phenomenology. 

A final noteworthy point about phenomenology is that the phenomenologist goal is to produce 

data which can create ideals in order to understand reality (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). However, 

this is not statistical generalisation as in positivism. Todres (2005) elaborate on this: 

‘Sampling’ within this framework is not about size but about quality. The aim is 

not to count how many people have had a particular experience or to make quan-

titative comparisons between different populations of people. Rather, the aim is 

to understand a phenomenon more deeply through adequate exposure to the 

qualities of the phenomena that are given by the living of the phenomenon. (p. 

110). 
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So, when considering the quality of the data collected in a study, rich descriptions are considered to 

be more credible than shallow and light descriptions. Therefore, most phenomenologists also focus 

on unique and specific experiences rather than general patterns for larger populations (Justesen & 

Mik-Meyer, 2010). This also applies for this thesis where we focus on a limited number of people’s 

experiences in particular their experiences with digital nomadism and meaningful work. 

 

3.1.2 Approach to theory development 

The second layer in the research onion concerns one’s approach to theory development. The three 

most popular approaches to this are induction, deduction and abduction (Saunders et al., 2015). 

Where induction and deduction are viewed as each other’s opposites, abduction is mixing the two.  

Within phenomenology, an inductive research design is considered the most common approach 

(Dew, 2007) and it is also the undertaken approach in this thesis. 

 

When undertaking induction as an approach, one seeks to get an understanding of the problem by 

analysing collected data rather than looking for an answer in existing theory (Saunders et al., 2015). 

Thereby, the objective within induction is to generate or build new theory which also is the case for 

this thesis. This is contrary to a deductive approach where the aim is to test theory by verifying or 

falsifying hypothesis related to an existing theory (Saunders et al., 2015). However, it should be 

noted that we used theory as sensitizing concepts in order to get a starting point to understand our 

research question and to develop perspectives to analyse our data. It is common for social research-

ers to use sensitizing concepts for these purposes though some researchers never state it (Bowen, 

2006). 

The inductive approach is largely used for qualitative studies where the researcher wants to 

explore a phenomenon and detect emerging themes. For this reason, the sample size is usually 

smaller whereas the deductive approach emphasises to establish reliability and thus, operates with 

larger samples (Saunders et al., 2015). Our research design therefore aligns with the inductive ap-

proach as we have collected a small number of qualitative interviews. 

The strengths of induction are in particular that the researcher can develop a deep understand-

ing of how and why concepts relate to each other and furthermore, induction has a less rigid meth-

odology than deduction which gives more space for alternative explanations (Saunders et al., 2015). 
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This makes the inductive approach well suited to support this thesis’ objectives of understanding 

individuals’ perceptions and experiences of meaningful work.  

 

3.2 Research design 

The third, fourth and fifth layer in the research onion concerns how this thesis is designed to answer 

our research question. This includes explaining the methodological choice, strategies and time hori-

zon. This section has its primary task in showing the coherence across our research question, meth-

odology and research philosophy in regard to the overall design of this project. 

 

Methodological choice  

In regard to our research question, a “how” question implies that the research is moving towards 

interpretivism. Interpretivism is associated with qualitative research as it is being used to interpret 

people’s behaviour in relation to norms, values and culture (Saunders et al., 2015; Bryman, 2012). 

A research design can be and is associated with different kinds of research methods (Bryman, 2012), 

and in phenomenology, interviews are viewed as a common data collection method as it supports 

the objective of obtaining data related to subjective experiences. As we wanted to develop a deep 

understanding of digital nomads’ experiences and creation of meaningful work, a qualitative re-

search method with semi-structured interviews was chosen.  

 

Methodological strategy 

Research can be designed to have an exploratory, descriptive and explanatory purpose (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). The design of our research is exploratory. Exploratory studies are useful 

“to ask open questions to discover what is happening and gain insights about a topic of interest” 

(Saunders et al., 2015, p. 174). Having an exploratory stance is more applicable when generating 

new theory rather than testing it (Bryman, 2012), and as we are investigating two research topics 

which previously have not been combined, we are generating new knowledge. By having an explor-

ative study, we identify emerging themes rather than identifying casual relationships or testing var-

iables like explanatory studies do (Saunders et al., 2015). The exploratory design therefore naturally 

aligns with the thesis’ inductive approach. Additionally, it aligns with the methodologic choice of 

having semi-structured interviews as they “can be very helpful to find out what is happening and to 
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understand the context” and “may provide important background or contextual material for your 

study” (Saunders et al., 2015, p. 392).  

 

Time horizon 

To clarify the time horizon of this study, we have been working under the consideration of what is 

achievable within the framework of a master thesis. According to Saunders et al. (2015), time hori-

zons are important for the research design and researchers differentiate between having either a 

longitudinal or cross-sectional time horizon. A cross-sectional perspective is like a snapshot of a par-

ticular group or situation whereas a longitudinal study has a research design that involves repeating 

observations over an extended period and is mainly focused on the development or change hap-

pening in the data (Saunders et al., 2015). Our time horizon is cross-sectional which is mainly due 

to the fact that we want to investigate how the interviewees create meaningful work at a particular 

time and not how the creation of meaningful work changes over a longer period. Furthermore, the 

thesis’ time constraints and an outbreak of a global health crisis (COVID-19) did not allow for follow-

up interviews. As the collection of interviews was conducted in the end of January until the middle 

of February, the coronavirus was at that time not affecting the global economy and the world’s 

nations in a severe degree. Thus, the interviewees did not seem affected by the coronavirus. How-

ever, if follow-up interviews had been collected in the period of March-May, where COVID-19 seri-

ously affected the world’s nations, we argue that it would have influenced the results of the data 

collection and the thesis’ credibility. 

 

3.3 Data collection 

In the innermost layer of the research onion (Saunders et al., 2015), the data collection and data 

analysis are found. This section explains the choices made related to the data collection whereas 

the data analysis procedures are described in the next section. 

 First the used data sources are accounted for which entail both primary and secondary data. 

Secondly, the choice of having interviews as primary data source is explained and is followed by a 

description of the interview protocol. The sampling technique and considerations related to this are 

found in sub-section 3.2.4, and finally the procedures of processing the data are described in the 

last sub-section. 
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3.3.1 Data sources 

Most research requires a combination of secondary and primary data in order to answer the re-

search objectives (Saunders et al., 2015) and this is also the case of this thesis. 

Secondary data such as books, newspaper articles and online documents have been gathered 

and used as there already exist quite a lot of research on meaningful work and information about 

digital nomads. The secondary data also include web-based materials generated by digital nomads 

who take part in online communities. Secondary data have been generated by others for different 

purposes (Saunders et al., 2015). We enrich our study by acknowledging the data that already exists 

as most research projects require a combination of primary and secondary sources to answer one’s 

research question. 

This thesis’ primary data sources consist of qualitative interviews. The primary data is essential 

as it has been gathered for the purpose of this thesis and seeks to answer how digital nomads create 

meaningful work which has not been researched before. The following sub-sections will account for 

our primary data collection consisting of qualitative interviews. 

 

3.3.2 The qualitative interview 

To generate a deep understanding of how digital nomads create meaningful work, we conducted 

13 interviews with people who identify themselves as digital nomads. Interviews are the most com-

mon approach to data collection in social science because it allows the researcher to enter the sub-

jects’ lived experience and gain valuable and deep insights about the topic (Saunders et al., 2015). 

As Kvale (2007) phrases it: “if you want to know how people understand their world and lives, why 

not talk with them?” (p. 2). The interview is thereby the most direct way to enter others’ lived ex-

perience and to let people share how they see their lived world (Kvale, 2007). 

 

Interpretivism considers the researchers’ interpretations as key contributions to what is being re-

searched. Furthermore, Kvale (2007) argue that an “interview seeks to understand the meaning of 

central themes of the subjects' lived world” (p. 11) which makes the choice of interview as a data 

collection method well aligned with phenomenology’s focus on individuals’ life-world and experi-

ences (Bryman, 2012). The qualitative interview exploits the interviewees’ interpretations and 

thereby “recognises the central role of the interviewer in the process of constructing meaning and 
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the need for reflexivity, to reflect on and evaluate his or her approach to interviewing.” (Saunders et 

al., 2015, p. 390). When interpreting the interviews, there is always a potential bias of the researcher 

which may influence the findings (Bryman, 2012). There are different types of bias a researcher 

must consider (Saunders et al., 2015), and we consider interviewer bias and interviewee bias. 

Interviewer bias concerns the interviewer’s tone of voice and non-verbal behaviour which may 

influence the interviewees’ responses (Saunders et al., 2015). To prevent influencing the interview-

ees with one’s beliefs and personal values, it is important to be as neutral as possible in one’s body 

language and choice of words. Thus, when we asked the interviewees about meaningful work, it 

was important that we did not project our theoretical knowledge about meaningfulness on to the 

interviewees’ attitudes. This was achieved by asking open-ended questions and not asking directly 

about meaningfulness. 

The interviewee bias relates to different aspects concerning the participant such as his or her 

perception about the interviewer or if he or she chooses to withhold information and therefore 

provides a partial picture of the reality (Saunders et al., 2015). To prevent this, it is important to 

create trust between the interviewer and interviewee (Kvale, 2007). We aimed at creating trust by 

being transparent about the objectives of the interview and by allowing the interviewees to ask 

clarifying questions if they had any. 

 

The interviews were semi-structured. A semi-structured interview has an interview guide where 

topics and main questions are defined in advance but there is also room for exploring new interest-

ing insights during the interview, and the order of questions can be changed (Saunders et al., 2015). 

This allowed for more flexibility and the opportunity to explore new data compared to a structured 

interview where the interviewer cannot change the order of questions, omit questions or ask addi-

tional questions (ibid.). According to Kvale (2007), it enhances the quality of the interview to adjust 

the questions so that they fit the individual interviewee. 

The strengths of the semi-structured interview are in practice that it allows the interviewer to 

dive into new important topics that emerge, and it gives the interviewee more room for explaining 

their opinions and experiences. Having semi-structured interviews support this thesis’ explorative 

approach because it allows new data to surface. 
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However, one of the challenges of having semi-structured interviews is the lack of structure 

(Saunders et al., 2015). The less structured the interview is, the more is the quality of the data 

depending on the interviwer’s skills in interacting with the interviewee, asking the right questions 

and keeping track of the direction of the conversation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). The goal is to 

make the interviewee reflect upon all the main questions and supply with sub-questions when 

needed. Additionally, the interviewer should make use of open-ended and adaptable questions. In 

the practice of collecting data within a phenomenological approach, interviewers must also keep 

out their preconceptions and be aware of their influence when engaging in the interview. This is 

caused by the interviewee is being influenced, and both the interviewer and the interviewee take 

part in the social world. In phenomenology, it is also an essential capability to emphasize with the 

interviewee in order to enter the interviewee’s lived experience. 

 

The following sub-section will account for the process of developing the interview guide. 

 

3.3.3 Interview protocol 

Prior to conducting the interviews, we joined two Facebook communities namely Global Digital No-

mad Network (Facebook, 2020a) and Digital nomads around the world (Facebook, 2020b). There 

are daily posts in these communities which have between 47.000 and 123.000 members. By screen-

ing through the daily posts and searching for posts using different search terms such as “mean-

ing/meaningful/meaningfulness”, “purpose/purposeful”, “significant”, “worth/worthy” etc. we ob-

tained a broad understanding of the communities. This included an insight into their interests, pro-

fessions, lifestyles, challenges and concerns. The communities thereby served as an entry point to 

develop an interview guide with a list of themes and questions which we could ask the interviewees 

about. Thus, the interviews complemented the understanding obtained through the online commu-

nities by providing a more detailed and in-depth perspective of the digital nomads’ lives, opinions 

and experiences. Where the posts and discussions in the online communities are public, the inter-

views were conducted in private settings which enabled deeper understanding of the digital no-

mads’ personal narratives as some people might withhold information if everyone can access and 

read it. 
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An interview guide had been developed prior to conducting the interviews and can be found in 

Appendix 1. Before starting the actual interview, the interviewees got a short briefing about the 

purpose of the interview and were notified about the recording of the conversation. Additionally, 

all interviewees were told that their names would be anonymised, so they were urged to share 

whatever came to their mind. Thereby, we aimed to create an interview stage that encouraged the 

interviewees to share their experiences and points of view (Kvale, 2007). 

  The interview guide had five different themes namely way of working, meaningful work, rela-

tions and network, external approval and the nomadic lifestyle and associated challenges. These 

themes derived from the literature review and screening of online communities so each theme had 

several guiding questions which the interviewee could be asked about though they were often re-

phrased in the actual interview. In regard to how the literature review helped to form the interview 

guide, previous research that investigated how individuals found their work meaningful used 

phrases and questions like if the work is important, significant and purposeful (May, Gilson, & 

Harter, 2004; Spreitzer, 1995; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). As meaningfulness is an intangible and 

individual experience, we emphasized using the same phrases together with questions that enabled 

the identification of sources of meaningful work. Examples on these types of questions are shown 

below (Appendix 1 – Interview guide). 

Q:  What do you find motivating about your job? 

Q: Do you find your work significant? - Why/why not? 

Q: What purpose do you see in your job? 

Q: Why do you think your work is worth doing? 

On the other hand, the online communities were useful to formulate questions about the interview-

ees’ lifestyle and the associated challenges as the below examples show (Appendix 1 – Interview 

guide). 

Q: We found that quite a lot of digital nomads face challenges with the adminis-

trative part of being a digital nomad; they face challenges with visas, banking fees, 

tax, doctor appointments, internet connection etc. How do you navigate with all 

this? 
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Q: Many digital nomads find the uncertainty about the future and if you have 

enough work to make an income out of it challenging. Can you relate to that? 

(Yes/No - please elaborate) 

Q: Other nomads find loneliness very challenging in the nomadic lifestyle. How do 

you relate to that and deal with it? 

In the end of the interview, we wanted to avoid tension and uncomfortable feelings from the 

interviewees which typically occurs if one feels it was a waste of time or if he or she has shared too 

much (Kvale, 2007). Therefore, we ended all interviews with the question “Is there anything you 

would like to add or ask about?”. Almost every interviewee added something or was curious about 

our research and the current results we had discovered. Therefore, we found that the interviewees 

experienced the interview as enjoyable and enriching. 

 

We emphasized using best practices for qualitative research by speaking in a natural and clear tone 

and asking open-ended and indirect questions. Probing was in particular used when follow-up ques-

tions were asked to make the interviewee clarify or elaborate on something and when the research-

ers found it necessary to repeat and restate what the interviewees said. The interviews developed 

along the lines of the interviewees’ statements and willingness to share his or her opinion and the 

interviewer’s findings. The duration of the interviews therefore varied between 25 and 60 minutes. 

 

3.3.4 Sampling 

The sample comprises of 13 people who identifies themselves as a digital nomad. The sample size 

is based on Saunders’ (2012) suggestions for semi-structured interviews where an appropriate sam-

ple size is between 5-25 people. Furthermore, we also found that the last interviewees did not re-

veal any new information meaning we reached data saturation. 
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An overview of the interviewees is found below in Table 2.  

Table 2: Overview of interviewees 

A non-probability sampling method was used as the objective was to collect interviews of a small 

number of cases. To identify potential interviewees, an online post in each of the Facebook com-

munities Global Digital Nomad Network (Facebook, 2020a) and Digital nomads around the world 

(Facebook, 2020b) was published which can be viewed in Appendix 2. We chose to keep the details 

about our study limited in the post to avoid projecting our knowledge on to the participants and 

avoid putting them in a position of being biased. Bias can also occur is if the interviewees’ willingness 

to participate are reduced for instance in cases where the interview is mandatory or takes up too 

much time (Saunders et al., 2015). We ensured this bias was limited by having a volunteering sam-

pling approach and informing all interviewees about the topic and expected interview duration. By 

using the self-selection sampling technique, about 25 people volunteered to take part in our re-

search. The potential interviewees were then contacted and introduced to the purpose of our study 

and asked to briefly explain a little about themselves. 

Inter-

viewee 

Gender Interview type Nationality Location Profession Age 

#1 Female Face-to-face German Spain Graphic designer 29 

#2 Male Face-to-face English/Irish Spain Workshop facilitator 36 

#3 Male Videocall Australian Bulgaria  Accountant consultant 37 

#4 Female Videocall English UK Coach 55 

#5 Female Videocall Croatian Croatia Vice President  27 

#6 Male Videocall German USA Consultant  41 

#7 Female Call American Colombia Digital media consultant 31 

#8 Male Videocall Guatemalan  Guatemala Chat advisor  34 

#9 Male Videocall American USA Writer, storyteller 30 

#10 Female Videocall English Australia Marketing consultant 24 

#11 Male Videocall American Romania Marketing consult 38 

#12 Male Videocall Australian USA Cyber security consultant, 

PhD student 

27 

#13 Female Videocall American  Turkey  Online medical editor 60 
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As we wanted to interview the people who would best enable us to answer our research ques-

tions, we used the purposive sampling technique to judge who should be invited for an interview. 

The judgements were based on many different parameters and as shown in Table 2, the sample 

consists of people from many different countries, in different ages and with different professions. 

Firstly, we aimed to interview an equal number of males and females as digital nomadism is popular 

within both genders. Secondly, we did not deselect people based on their age so therefore we got 

a wide span of ages ranging from 27 to 60. This opened up the opportunity to cover a range of 

subjective experiences. Thirdly, the only requirement we had for the interviewees’ work was that it 

should be completed online. Consequently, the interviewees have different professions. Fourthly, 

as digital nomadism is a global phenomenon and therefore not excluded to one nationality, we did 

not deselect people based on their nationality. Another parameter we considered was the inter-

viewees’ experience as a digital nomad. This parameter ended up being very varying; where one of 

the interviewees only just started her digital nomad experience, another interviewee had been a 

digital nomad for more than eight years. This gave us a wide sample of different people’s experi-

ences with digital nomadism. As a last note on the purposive sampling technique, we discarded one 

interviewee from the sample. This interviewee had described himself as a digital nomad but during 

the interview we realised that he was a remote worker who was working from home and travelled 

in his spare time instead of traveling and working simultaneously like digital nomads. Therefore, we 

did not perceive him as qualified for our research and was removed from the sample. 

 

Two of the interviews were conducted face-to-face as one of the researchers stayed in a shared 

house with two digital nomads in Spain. This gave the researchers a unique insight into the inter-

viewees’ life-world and everyday lives. One of the digital nomads was for instance working outside 

on a bench but in order to sit in a comfortable position, he brought a computer chair and several 

books to put underneath his computer. A few photos of their way of working have been attached 

in Appendix 4. As the purpose of semi-structured interviews is to explore the interviewee’s experi-

ences, it is very important to establish trust and personal contact between the interviewer and in-

terviewee (Saunders et al., 2015; Kvale, 2007). This had been established prior to the interviews as 

the researcher stayed in a shared house with the interviewees. These interviews were the initial 
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interviews conducted, hence the quality of the data and insights derived are limited. However, the 

objective of having a pilot interview is to evaluate the interview guide which we achieved.     

Due to digital nomads’ lifestyle and the fact that they are geographically independent, the re-

maining interviews were conducted online using Skype calls or video calls. We encountered a few 

challenges when conducting the internet-mediated interviews such as connection problems and 

poor audio quality. Additionally, one interviewee was not able to have a video call, thus it was not 

possible to observe body language and non-verbal behaviour. However, without the possibility of 

having internet-mediated interviews, it would not have been possible to obtain the same findings. 

Internet-mediated interviews have been advantageous because they gave us access to a broader 

range of possible participants as geographical distance was not an issue. Moreover, it was a faster 

and cheaper way of interviewing compared to if we had to travel to every participant’s location. 

However, due to the lack of personal contact, this way of interviewing had been criticised for reduc-

ing the reliability in cases where the interviewees are uncomfortable with engaging in exploratory 

discussions within this format (Saunders et al., 2015). As digital nomads are used to having phone 

calls and video calls with different types of relations, this issue is minor in our research. 

 

3.3.5 Data processing 

To process the data, we recorded and transcribed all interviews. The interviews were initially tran-

scribed using the transcription software otter.ai that analyses the recorded words and turns them 

into text (Otter, n.d.). The interviews were transcribed word by word though grammar mistakes 

were corrected and repeatedly words were deleted. Each transcript was edited and corrected by 

both researchers which ensured accuracy. The transcribing process took place simultaneously as 

more interviews were conducted which enabled us to evaluate the interview questions and detect 

patterns and themes to ask the remaining interviewees about. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

To identify the emerging themes in interview data, we coded all interview transcripts. When coding 

interview data, the goal is to find repetitive patterns and as one works with large amount of data, it 

is highly advised to use a software in the coding process (Saldana, 2009). The software NVivo was 
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therefore used for this purpose. NVivo supports qualitative research methods by organising, storing 

and retrieving data which makes it more efficient when analysing the data (QSR International, n.d.). 

 

Both researchers were involved in the coding process. It is important to note that when the coding 

process becomes collaborative, multiple interpretations and ways of analysing evolve (Saldana, 

2009). To avoid this, we made sure to coordinate and harmonize the coding after every coding phase 

and additionally, we switched transcripts to code in every coding phase. 

A predominantly inductive perspective was used in the coding process. Thereby, we did not 

have a pre-determined coding scheme to follow but developed the codes and themes along the 

way. As phenomenology emphasizes the understanding of individuals’ experiences, we had empha-

sis on interpreting the meaning from the view of the interviewee and his or her life-world. 

The coding process had several phases where we went back and forth to adapt the codes, thus 

it was highly iterative. In the initial stage, we generated descriptive codes by describing and summa-

rising the data derived from the interviews. Descriptive coding is very useful to get a hold on the 

data and understand what is going on (Saldana, 2009). 

In the second stage of the coding process, we used axial coding. Axial coding is about “grouping 

similarly coded data” (Saldana, 2009, p. 160) to reduce the number of descriptive codes. We there-

fore started to group the descriptive codes by sorting them into categories. We had prior to this 

agreed on some general categories such as way of working, travel destinations, lifestyle, relations, 

advantages and disadvantages. These categories derived partly from the interview guide and partly 

from the knowledge we gained in the initial coding process. The categories changed along the way 

so for instance new categories appeared as emerging themes were discovered, and some categories 

were renamed or merged under more general titles. Thereby, we went through the data several 

times to align and adapt it to the developed codebook. 

In the final stage, we generated theoretical codes which is also known as selective coding. In a 

theorical coding process, the aim is to link all categories and subcategories with the category that 

seems most relevant for the phenomenon (Saldana, 2009). Thus, we assessed the relationship be-

tween the axial codes and started to systematically link the different categories to different parts of 

meaningful work. To give an understanding of how the outcome of the coding process, parts of the 
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final codebook and samples of coded text will be explained below. The entire codebook is found in 

Appendix 5 while samples of each code is found in Appendix 6. 

 

The final codebook is built upon two main categories: Meaningful work and the nomadic lifestyle. 

The former category concerns all data related to the participants’ statements about how they create 

meaningful work while the latter category relates to statements about the participants’ job, way of 

working, travel destinations, health, challenges of having a digital nomadic lifestyle etc. Each cate-

gory therefore has a number of themes and sub-themes. As the focal point for the thesis is mean-

ingful work, the part of the codebook which concerns this has been illustrated below. 

 

Category Theme Sub-theme Definition Freq. 

Meaning-

ful work 

External Greater 

good 

Greater good relates to doing something with a good 

cause for instance by helping others or serving the 

greater good (Martela & Pessi, 2018). 

73 

The con-

ventional 

The conventional is defined by social and cultures norms 

which makes up the external environment’s expectations 

and perceptions of ordinary behaviour (Bowdery, 1941). 

79 

Internal Autonomy Autonomy refers to being independent and having sub-

stantial freedom in one’s job (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 

58 

Self-actual-

ization 

Self-actualization is the desire to become everything that 

one is capable of becoming (Maslow, 1943). 

71 

Work alien-

ation 

Work alienation defines the feelings of being foreign to 

one’s work (Seeman, 1959). 

41 

Table 3: Part of the codebook (Appendix 5) 

The codebook shows the theoretical codes developed during the data analysis and it thereby serves 

as the guiding line for the next chapter, 4.0 Findings. Two main themes of how the digital nomads 

create meaningfulness were identified where the external theme concerns meaningful work with 

others involved and the internal theme relates to meaningful work where the individual is the only 

one involved. This is explained further in the next chapter. As seen in Table 3, each sub-theme is 

defined in the codebook and the frequency of how many quotations there is within each sub-theme 
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is further illustrated. To give a better understanding of what kind of quotations there has been 

coded within each sub-theme, the below exemplary coding table has been made. 

 

Category Theme Sub-theme Sample of coded text 

Meaning-

ful work 

External Greater 

good 

And that's my passion is being able to have an impact so that by 

doing this thing, I can have an even greater impact. 

The con-

ventional 

I don't need to be like conventional people that goes every day to 

work and come back home later, and they go to sleep like five, 

four hours and then they'll go back again to work.  

Internal Autonomy Yeah, to be more flexible, and to have more time for the things 

which really interested me and to choose which kind of projects I 

really want to do. 

Self-actual-

ization 

Because it's about me and it's about becoming the best version of 

me as well and bringing that to the table for the people I work 

with. 

Work alien-

ation 

Yeah and there was always something I really hated. My last job it 

was... I hated it so much. Just I did stuff. I don't like to be in the of-

fice. So inflexible and there are always certain hours I have to sit in 

the office. And I didn't have enough time for things which I was re-

ally interested in. And I always had the feeling that I work for 

someone, I mean, I still work for somebody, but it was not I could 

not choose, you know. 

Table 4: Part of the exemplary coding table (Appendix 6) 

Altogether this section serves as basis to understand how we proceeded with the data analysis. In 

particular Table 3 and 4 have served to demonstrate transparency and enhances the dependability 

of this study.  

The whole chapter has described the thesis’ methodology and the choices related to its re-

search design. The next chapter will analyse the data obtained from the semi-structured interviews 

in order to answer the question of how digital nomads create work meaningful. 
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4.0 Findings 

In this chapter, the main findings of the qualitative data obtained from the interviews is outlined 

and analysed. To answer the research question of how digital nomads create meaningful work, it 

was found that the interviewees carried out five different actions in their process of creating mean-

ingfulness work (increase autonomy, decrease work alienation, actualize oneself, increase greater 

good and challenge the conventional). These actions have further been divided into two different 

perspectives, namely meaningful work in an internal perspective and meaningful work in an external 

perspective. The former perspective defines a process of creating meaning which predominantly 

involves the individual digital nomad and is focused on oneself, while meaningfulness is created in 

an external perspective when the process of creating meaning predominantly involves others and 

is focused on relations with others. 

The following chapter is structured as follows: Section 4.1 concerns the internal perspective of 

meaningful work and accordingly has three sub-sections where three internal actions of meaningful 

work are analysed (increase autonomy, decrease work alienation and actualize oneself). Section 4.2 

concerns the external perspective of meaningful work and contains two sub-sections where the 

remaining two actions are analysed (increase greater good and challenge the conventional). Section 

4.1 and 4.2 each has a sub-conclusion which summarises the main findings within each perspective 

of meaningful work. Finally, all five actions towards creating meaningful work are outlined in a con-

ceptual framework in section 4.3. 

 

4.1 Meaningful work: Internal perspective 

In this section, the three actions of meaningful work in an internal perspective are analysed. Mean-

ingful work is created in an internal perspective when the process predominantly involves the indi-

vidual and is focused on oneself. This can for instance be related to the digital nomads’ goals, de-

sires, needs, motivations and values. Each action is analysed in its own sub-section and they are 

structured as follows: Firstly, increasing autonomy, then decreasing work alienation and lastly, the 

aspect of increasing greater good is analysed. The section is summarised in 4.1.4. 
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4.1.1 Increase autonomy 

Increasing autonomy is one of the actions digital nomads carry out to create their work meaningful. 

Autonomy refers to being independent and having substantial freedom in one’s job (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976). By increasing autonomy, the digital nomads experience feelings of freedom and 

flexibility which enable them to do the things that creates meaning for them. How this was ex-

pressed in the interviews is analysed below. 

 

When the interviewees explained what they liked about their job and lifestyle, many of the re-

sponses were based on an increased autonomy due to being self-employed or self-managed. While 

most digital nomads were self-employed, a few digital nomads were employed in a remote job 

where they could manage their own schedules and choose where and when to travel or work. Thus, 

some digital nomads are defined as being self-managed. In this connection, it was said that “now 

when I'm a freelancer, I can decide on my own where and what I do, or what time, which project do 

I want, and which do I not want” (#1) and “it's kind of you know, gives you a good sense of freedom 

and kind of being your own boss and things like that and kind of running your own schedule” (#10). 

To enhance how much autonomy means for the interviewees, two more quotes have been included: 

Because I'm working for myself, instead of working for somebody else, I get to 

decide what I want to do, what I don't want to do, which is just as important, if 

not more so, and when and how I do that. (#3) 

You don't how to ask for permission, you don't have to justify your absence to a 

boss. You just schedule your hours. And that's very convenient for many people 

now because time is money, right? And yeah, it is very important for me that part. 

(#8) 

These quotes show that the daily flexibility by being self-managed is crucial for the digital nomads. 

Furthermore, by having this flexibility, they gain a freedom to choose when they want to work and 

also where they want to travel to. Interviewee #6 explained this freedom very well: 

I like the freedom that I can go from now and to wherever I want. I can change 

place whenever I want, I can change the people around me whenever I want. I'm 

not stuck with one job, one setting, one place. If I ever stop liking it here, I can go 
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to the airport and take the second flight from the departure board and go wher-

ever it takes me. This freedom I don't want to give away. (#6) 

By going a bit deeper into why autonomy is so important for the digital nomads, interviewee 9 men-

tioned the following: 

And so, you can control your own time and still do things. You know, it's like for 

me, I'd wake up and do two hours of work. And then I would go to the jungle and, 

you know, go to a waterfall and hang out and I come back and do a couple more 

hours. And it's like, you can really still build your day around like meaningful expe-

riences, instead of like having to sit at a desk. (#9) 

Thereby, interviewee #9 creates meaning by being able to explore various travel destinations and 

not being in an office all day. This also implies that being stuck in an office all day is not meaningful 

and thus, enhances that autonomy is vital for creating meaningfulness. The fact that all interviewees 

touched upon the autonomy they gained from being self-managed also supports the finding.  

 

Previous studies have also emphasized the importance of having autonomy in order to experience 

meaningfulness (e.g. Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Kost, Fieseler, & Wong, 2018; Nemkova, Demirel, & 

Baines, 2019), but we argue that having autonomy is even more important for digital nomads. This 

is based on the fact that the interviewees often highlighted how they would utilise their autonomy 

to go explore the various travel destinations which is essential in the nomadic lifestyle. Furthermore, 

by having autonomy they also emphasized how much value it gave them when they could decide 

when and which project to work on and even who to work with, for instance like interviewee #3 

who stated that he is very selective about who he works with. So, this empowerment that autonomy 

brings is argued to be an important driver for creating meaningful work for the digital nomads.  

Interviewee #5 brought something interesting up about leadership. She argued that those dig-

ital nomads who have a high education are typically people with a specific mindset and that: “This 

type of people doesn't like to be micromanaged, don't like the authority which will undermine their 

creativity, don't like to be dependent on location or any, condition by this” (#5). This explains why 

many of the digital nomads cut out organisational leaders and become their “own boss” like one 

the interviewees phrased it: “It's kind of giving you a good sense of freedom and kind of being your 
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own boss and things like that and kind of running your own schedule” (#10). Having autonomy em-

powers the digital nomads to pursue what they find meaningful, and on the opposite side, one’s 

experience of meaningful work can be challenged if one does not have the desired degree of auton-

omy. 

 

Noticeable was that there were some digital nomads who found it challenging to have that much 

freedom and flexibility. This is defined as lack of boundaries and structure because when the digital 

nomads act as their own boss, they can schedule as much work as they want. This is illustrated in 

the quote below: 

 Whereas now, I'm self-sufficient. I'm self-propelled, you know, I get the work done 

that I need to get done for my clients and if I want to work for 16 hours one day 

and then not work for couple of days well, that's up to me. I don't have to be re-

portable to somebody. (#3) 

Being self-employed puts a lot of pressure on the digital nomads, and some may find it challenging 

to set healthy boundaries between work and private life. This is the case with interviewee #3 who 

said he could decide to work 16 hours one day and then take a few days of. Furthermore, inter-

viewee #3 also mentioned that he once was caught up with a lot of work for a client and missed out 

on the “awesomeness outside the [office] window” which in this case was to experience snow for 

the first time. This suggests that interviewee #3 has difficulties balancing the boundary between 

private life and work life. 

Another example of this is interviewee #13 who had trouble managing the boundaries between 

work and volunteer work and ended up having no time for private life or sightseeing. So even though 

the digital nomads are well aware about their high degree of autonomy, they experience difficulties 

balancing the boundary between private life and work life, hence they end up limiting their own 

freedom by taking on too much work. Thus, a high degree of autonomy requires a great deal of 

responsibility and can be challenging to manage if one has trouble setting boundaries between work 

and private life. If digital nomads fail in setting healthy boundaries, they may end up limiting their 

perceived autonomy which decreases their experience of meaningful work. 
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A last noteworthy finding in regard to autonomy is that having autonomy for digital nomads also 

means having the freedom to be location independent. This gives them a lot of opportunities. Inter-

viewee #8’s main reason for being a digital nomad was that he is not attached to one place. Other 

interviewees acknowledged that there is a challenge in not having a stable home base for instance 

interviewee #10 said it is challenging to “not really being kind of tethered anywhere, but for me 

that's quite good” (#10). 

So therefore, being a digital nomad requires autonomy and digital nomads create meaningful 

work by increasing their autonomy. Lack of boundaries and structure are challenges that are accom-

panied with a great amount of freedom and may decrease digital nomads’ meaningfulness if they 

fail to set healthy boundaries between private life and work. However, for the interviewees partici-

pating in this thesis, the challenge was not greater than what they could handle, and the high degree 

of autonomy was instead contributing to create their work meaningful. 

 

4.1.2 Decrease work alienation 

The next action that digital nomads carry out in their process of creating meaningful work is de-

creasing work alienation. As accounted for in the chapter 2.0 Literature review, work alienation has 

multiple dimensions namely powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, isolation and self-es-

trangement (Seeman, 1959). In this connection, it was found that when the digital nomads talked 

about how they create their work meaningful, they often talked about decreasing different dimen-

sions of work alienation. The most represented dimensions in our research is found to be power-

lessness and self-estrangement. While powerlessness concerns the lack of power and control one 

has in his or her work, self-estrangement relates to doing one’s job only to get it out of the way or 

just for the salary (Seeman, 1959; Tummers & Den Dulk, 2013). It was found that these two dimen-

sions can represent themselves simultaneously, and this is analysed below. 

 

As analysed in the previous sub-section, it was found that it is crucial for the digital nomads to in-

crease their autonomy and be independent. In this connection, it is also highly important for the 

digital nomads to feel in control of how they execute their work. This is done by decreasing elements 

that limits their control or power. The first time we encountered this was already in the first 
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interview where the interviewee was asked why she became a digital nomad and she had the fol-

lowing response: 

My last job it was... I hated it so much. Just I did stuff. I don't like to be in the office. 

So inflexible and there are always certain hours I have to sit in the office. And I 

didn't have enough time for things which I was really interested. And I always had 

the feeling that I work for someone, I mean, I still work for somebody, but it was 

not I could not choose, you know. (#1) 

When the interviewee mentioned she did not like to be in an office she refers to a regular 9-5 office 

job which a lot of the interviewees brought up in the following interviews. From this quote, it is 

evident that a 9-5 office job gives interviewee #1 a feeling of powerlessness as she is not able to 

“choose”. This was elaborated on later in the interview where she mentioned she was not able to 

choose her own work tasks and which projects to work on. Furthermore, the interviewee mentioned 

that a 9-5 office job limits her in doing what she really wants which is doing more non-profit work 

and building an ecovillage. Additionally, she added that she does not like the hierarchies and limita-

tions on vacation days which a 9-5 job typically has and that “sometimes there's nothing to do … But 

you have to stay in the office, so it is like wasting time” (#1). The essential thing from here is that by 

becoming a digital nomad, interviewee #1 believed that she would decrease the powerlessness she 

experienced in having a 9-5 job. However, the facts that she hated to be in the office, that it was 

wasting her time and that it was limiting her in doing what she really wanted also implies that she 

worked just for the sake of the salary. Thereby, the quote also represents the dimension of self-

estrangement. As interviewee #1 chose to quit her office job and become a digital nomad, she de-

creases her experienced work alienation, and thus empowers the creation of meaningful work. 

 

A different example of how powerlessness was experienced in one’s previous job was given by in-

terviewee #12. He answered the following when he was asked if he ever had a 9-5 job and how that 

was different to the lifestyle he was living now: 

And then I left there [the military] and I was working at the nine to five jobs and 

there was much less routine, and I had a lot more control. And then when I decided 

to do my PhD and do this travel full-time, it's completely different because there's 
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no set schedule, and so I can kind of work when I want. So, for me, it works a lot 

better because I tend to have a few hours in my day where I'm super productive 

and the rest of the day I'm not extremely productive. And I found that when I was 

in the office nine to five, everyone was kind of like that. They'll do maybe three 

hours of proper work. The rest of the time everyone's just talking to each other. 

(#12) 

Interviewee #12 had previously been used to a very strict routine in the military. When he then 

switched to a 9-5 job, he decreased the powerlessness experienced in the military as he gained a lot 

more control. He continued to decrease his experienced powerlessness as he replaced the 9-5 job 

with a digital nomadic lifestyle while doing a PhD. With this lifestyle, #12 can manage his time as he 

wants. This is emphasized in the following quote: 

Whereas you know you're stuck in that nine to five routine, like, you go to bed, 

wake up, bed wake up, and then suddenly it's the holidays again, and everyone 

lives for the weekend. Whereas I never feel that feeling now, like I don't. I hardly 

even know what day it is. Like, I'm not living for the weekend, you know, all my 

time is my time. (#12) 

The way interviewee #12 gradually decreased his experienced powerlessness highlights that the 

action is carried out in a process. This means that even though digital nomads feel satisfied with the 

control they have at a given time, it does not necessarily mean that they will remain satisfied. 

 

One of the most important reasons for why the digital nomads aimed to decrease their powerless-

ness was to gain more free time. As the digital nomad lifestyle is characterised by traveling, this is 

naturally a main objective for them. Again, the 9-5 job is accused of decreasing their control of their 

travel plans which the following three quotes touch upon: 

I left because I knew I didn't want to work in an office. I still don't want to work in 

an office and I still want to travel. So, I'm now traveling, and things are evolving 

from there. (#4) 
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I'm not ever gonna be a typical American that only has like two or three weeks out 

of the office ever, you know, that is not a possibility. (#10) 

And I just every time I had a full-time job where I worked somewhere on site, the 

first thing after orientation, I was start looking at my vacation days and plan out. 

Like if I have only two weeks of paid vacation, when would be the best time? Where 

do I want to go? How long does it take there? How many sick days do I also get? 

Like how can I afford an unpaid vacation, like that was always my number one go-

to. (#7) 

 

Another example on how the digital nomads connected work alienation to their previous jobs was 

given by interviewee #3. He was asked why he thought his work was significant and worth doing 

and responded the following: 

I used to work in a standard accounting practice. Wake up at 8.30, stare at a com-

puter screen all day, walk home, get stressed, get drunk. Repeat the next day, 

right? That was my life. That I had no meaning. That had no purpose. That was 

mind numbing, and I couldn't do it anymore. Because I'm working for myself, in-

stead of working for somebody else, I get to decide what I want to do, what I don't 

want to do, which is just as important, if not more so, and when and how I do that. 

(#3) 

This quote highlights the essentials of how the action of decreasing work alienation creates work 

meaningful. Interviewee #3 felt powerless and without a purpose when he was working in an 

“standard accounting practice”. But as he started to be in control of what he does (or does not), and 

how and when he does it, he started to experience more meaning. Moreover, he previously experi-

enced the feeling of self-estrangement as he performed his job just to get it over with whereas he 

now performs his job out of joy. But, as many of these examples illustrate, having a 9-5 job was one 

of the most fundamental elements that limited the digital nomads’ meaningfulness. By shifting the 

9-5 job into being self-managed, the digital nomads decreased the experienced work alienation 

which would give them a sense of meaning and purpose in their work. 
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The way the digital nomads decreased work alienation could also represent itself if they worked 

only to get it out of the way. This was the case for interviewee #2 who solely performed his com-

puter-related work tasks out of necessity. He said that “I don't like to be on the computer at all. And 

like my biggest wish is that I would not do anything on the computer” (#2). He further explained how 

he worked on setting up some routines so he could do as little as possible on the computer. This 

demonstrates how the interviewee performs the work to get it over with and also shows how he 

aims to decrease the feelings of self-estrangement. 

Self-estrangement also relates to when one carries out the job just because of the salary. Inter-

viewee #5 told the following about her previous job at Google: 

This was a corporate job, which I hated. I thought, you know, it's better this job 

than no job. So, I went, I moved to Ireland, and I went back, and then after 10 

months, I decided I'm going to either kill myself or continue, you know, I need to 

do something. (#5) 

When the interviewee said that one job would be better than no job, it implies that earning some 

money is better than no money and doing something is better than doing nothing. However, the 

interviewee realised that the job was not for her and as she said “I was miserable. It was like it 

terrible for me” (#5). The interviewee decided to quit and move back home. Eventually, she chose 

to become a digital nomad while working remotely for a corporate organisation. In this job, she 

experiences a high degree of power as she can schedule the work as she wants and additionally, she 

is very passionate about the industry. So, in this way, interviewee #5 decreased the elements that 

made her feel alienated from work and empowered the process of creating work meaningful. 

 

4.1.3 Actualize oneself 

The last action in the internal perspective of creating meaningful work is the action of actualizing 

oneself. We adopt a well-known definition of self-actualization from Abraham Maslow who devel-

oped the psychological hierarchy of needs model (Maslow, 1943). He defined self-actualization as 

“the desire for self-fulfilment to become actualized in what he is potentially. This tendency might be 

phrased as the desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything that one is ca-

pable of becoming” (ibid., p. 383). Maslow also highlights that it is highly individual what form self-

actualization takes from person to person. For the digital nomads, it was found that they became 
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self-actualized by using their skills, learning new things, developing themselves through travel ac-

tivities or by connecting with their inner selves through religion and spirituality. 

 

The first example of how meaningful work can be created through actualizing oneself is by using 

one’s skills. This is part of self-actualization because when the digital nomads use their skills, they 

can improve and develop their skills and become even better at what they are doing. How the in-

terviewees talked about this varied from person to person. For instance, interviewee #5 mentioned 

that she likes her job because she knows that she is good at it while interviewee #8 wanted to be a 

digital nomad because he knows a lot of stuff that helps him to be a good asset for companies. 

Another one elaborated a bit more on why she enjoys using her professional skills:  

But the reason that I like medical editing is because it does use my knowledge, my 

years of experience in my knowledge, and it uses my brain, it keeps my mind active, 

it keeps my medical knowledge active and up to date. And that's very important 

still to me as a paediatrician for so many years. (#13) 

Other interviewees who mentioned they liked to use their different professional skills are inter-

viewee #3 and #9. One thing that all these people have in common is that they have unique skills 

due to their educational background and specialisation. Interviewee #8 is soon to be a lawyer, in-

terviewee #9 has a bachelor’s degree and the remaining interviewees (#3, #5, #13) have a master’s 

degree. As these interviewees have spent a long time on developing their skills and are used to being 

challenged, it is reasonable that they find it purposeful to utilise these skills. In doing so, they can 

reach their full potential.  

Besides developing new skills, being creative is also important for interviewee #1, #9 and #12. 

They are all passionate about the arts; #1 and #12 are into painting and drawing where #9 is more 

into creative writing. Interviewee #12 said that by painting and being creative, he could process his 

thoughts and get a break from the world. Interviewee #1 who is freelancer as a graphic designer 

also likes when her clients give her creative freedom in her projects. This also gives her the oppor-

tunity to have variety in her work: “Sometimes I also do illustrations with a pencil, sometimes I write 

concepts, sometimes I design with type one colour, so it's very different” (#1). 
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Another way the interviewees actualize themselves is by developing themselves. There are different 

ways to do this. While some develop their skills such as learn new languages, others broaden their 

horizons through traveling or engaging in new cultures. Additionally, some connect with themselves 

in a deeper sense through religion or spirituality. 

 Several of the interviewees expressed their desire to learn a new language or acquire new skills 

when they were asked about what their main reasons for choosing the nomadic lifestyle were. For 

instance, interviewee #7 said: “My whole reason for wanting to really travel abroad was to learn a 

different language” and interviewee #12 said: “It's actually one of the main reasons why I travel is 

to learn language”. Other interviewees were more focused on developing themselves such as inter-

viewee #3: “Because it's about me and it's about becoming the best version of me as well and bring-

ing that to the table for the people I work with”. Some interviewees underlined how the traveling 

has enabled them to develop themselves and learn new skills: 

I guess a lot of why I started traveling originally was partly for adventure. And I 

knew that I would learn and grow and evolve a lot from traveling being exposed 

to different cultures, different situations and different landscapes. But also, be-

cause I had specific things I wanted to learn. And I thought the best way to do that 

was to go more directly to the source and find the best teachers in the world di-

rectly. (#2) 

In this quote, it is evident that interviewee #2 wants to learn new skills which traveling enables him 

to do. However, in the first part of the quote, the interviewee mentioned that traveling enables him 

to grow and evolve as a person. Thereby, this showcases that digital nomads actualize themselves 

through travel activities. Another interviewee who touched upon travel was interviewee #8 who 

said: “It's super rewarding because you get to know many people from around the world and you 

get to know more places, new places, new cultures”. This suggests that traveling is rewarding be-

cause it helps interviewee #8 to broaden his horizons in terms of places and cultures and he can 

connect with different people. A different example of this is interviewee #11: 

But as I go and meet new people in different places, and appreciate what they've 

been through, or what their country has been through, like, I'm learning about the 

communist era in Romania, I'm learning about what people went through during 
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the revolution, you know, so, like every piece of that story that I pick up from them 

adds more and more value to them. And I feel like it's more valuable for me to be 

able to appreciate people of all sorts and of all different kinds of backgrounds, you 

know. (#11) 

From this quote, it is obvious that traveling partly brings value to interviewee #11 himself because 

he learns more about different cultures and histories of various countries, however, this also brings 

more value to others. This suggests that when the digital nomads actualize themselves, the process 

of creating meaning involves more people than just the individual. Hence, the process of creating 

meaning is not solely taking place in an internal perspective but also in an external perspective. 

 A last example of how vital travel is for the digital nomads in order to actualize themselves is 

given by interviewee #6 who had been a digital nomad for more than eight years. When he was 

asked about if he would ever go back to his home country and settle down, he answered: 

No never. Or you should never say never. Actually, I don't know if I would keep the 

pace of changing places every week. Maybe after having seen all 200 countries in 

the world, which is a side goal, I might try to slow down, more slowly like staying 

here for 3 months and 3 months the next place. (#6) 

From the immediate reaction to the question, it is obvious that interviewee #6 perceives his no-

madic life much more meaningful than returning home. In particular, he highlighted the traveling 

was what keeps him going. He had been to 56 countries and had about 150 flights per year which 

in particular highlights how often he travels to a new place. The fact that interviewee #6 aimed to 

visit every country in the world suggests that this is the interviewee’s way of reaching his full poten-

tial. Thus, it enhances that traveling is a way to become self-actualized and creates meaningful work 

for the digital nomads. 

 

Finally, meaningful work is created within actualizing oneself by using one’s spirituality and faith. 

Two interviewees were highly religious or spiritual (#11, #13) while a few others were doing medi-

tation to connect with themselves (#1, #5). Faith and spirituality are connected to self-actualization 

as one can connect with own beliefs on a deeper level and “become more and more what one is” 

(Maslow, 1943, p. 383). 
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In regard to using one’s religion to actualize oneself, interviewee #11 related a lot of his opin-

ions and feelings to his choice of being Christian. He was living the digital nomadic lifestyle together 

with his wife and children and he naturally included the family members when he expressed himself. 

During the interview, interviewee #11 was asked how other people reacted to his and his family’s 

choice of leaving the US and go to Europe. While he started out with saying they did not get a lot of 

support from their family members, he also mentioned that their local church resisted their choice. 

This is illustrated below: 

And we had a couple of pastors, they were like, "We think that's a little bit reck-

less". And honestly, you know, in a loving way, loving response back to them is like, 

"Hey, you know, what, if I want to go and do this, if God is who He says He is, I 

should, we should be able to go and do this with like no reservations and be able 

to trust him". And so, you know, on a really personal level, that has been true for 

us. (#11) 

This quote highlights how interviewee #11 believes that if God supports him and his family’s choices, 

then it feels authentic to them. Furthermore, by traveling and being exposed to other cultures and 

people, interviewee #11’s faith and connection to God develops: 

And so, we've even seen God being bigger being in other countries. Like He looks 

a certain way to us back home when we go to church on Sunday, and we're doing 

all these other regular things, but then be challenged in some way and then meet 

people who also have the same faith in other countries and worship in different 

ways. And it's all of a sudden, like, "wow, He's a lot bigger than I thought he was". 

(#11) 

In that way, one’s faith contributes to the process of creating meaningful work as it enables one to 

become self-actualized. Spirituality can also contribute to this. Interviewee #13 said that her spir-

itual beliefs helped to guide her, so she could continue to do her work. She is a medical editor though 

her true passion is to feed street animals which she talked about in the following: 

When I'm feeding the animals, I find in my own personal experience, that when my 

hands are reaching out, to give food to the animals, I'm in a deep meditative state. 
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It's a spiritual experience for me. And you know, how people talk about mindful-

ness, you know, being in the moment and all that. That's my moment. That's my 

spiritual practice. . . . It makes me feel like, inside myself, the deepest part of myself 

is being fulfilled and is my capabilities, you know, as a human being that I'm doing 

the ultimate thing I could be doing as a human being. So that's how I and why I do 

it. (#13) 

This quote captures the essence of how spirituality enables self-actualization. By feeding the street 

animals, interviewee #13 finds herself in a deep meditative state so she connects with the deepest 

part of herself where she feels fulfilled and as having reached her full potential. She aims to do her 

best every day and her internal beliefs are what drives her:  

So, every single day, I just have to leave it up to God, every day I try to feel what is 

in my heart to do and try and fulfil that. You know, what is my very best that I can 

give for each day? (#13) 

 

The given examples are emphasizing that faith and spirituality play a vital role for some digital no-

mads. It should be noted that religion and faith would most likely also play a vital role if the inter-

viewees were not living a digital nomadic lifestyle. However, in being a digital nomad, the interview-

ees are able to follow their beliefs in new ways and consequently become more self-actualized. 

Hence, the nomadic lifestyle enables digital nomads to create meaningful work by following their 

own beliefs which they would not have achieved if they settled for an ordinary lifestyle.  

 

4.1.4 Sub-conclusion 

This section analysed how the digital nomads create meaningful work in an internal perspective. It 

was found that a digital nomad creates meaning in an internal perspective when he or she is the 

predominantly person involved in the process of creating meaning. In this connection, three actions 

to create meaningful work were identified. 

The first action related to autonomy. This was found crucial in creating work meaningful for 

multiple reasons. Firstly, by being self-employed or self-managed, the digital nomads gained free-

dom to choose themselves such as choosing their own work tasks or who to work with. Secondly, 
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autonomy gave them a daily flexibility which enabled them to structure their own schedules and 

they could for instance go sightseeing in the middle of the day if desired. Finally, having a great 

amount of autonomy was also discovered to oblige the digital nomads to establish healthy bound-

aries between their work and private life. By establishing healthy boundaries, the digital nomads 

are empowered in creating meaningful work.   

The second action of how the digital nomads created meaningful work was to decrease work 

alienation. Specifically, the digital nomads decreased two dimensions of work alienation, namely 

powerlessness and self-estrangement. In terms of powerlessness, it was found that the digital no-

mads often found themselves with a lack of power and control when they had a normal 9-5 office 

job. Additionally, self-estrangement represented itself when the digital nomad only performed the 

work to get it out of the way or for the sake of the salary. Thereby, the interviewees decreased work 

alienation by shifting to a digital nomadic lifestyle which then empowered their process of creating 

meaning. 

The last action was to actualize oneself. Self-actualization created meaningful work for the dig-

ital nomads as it helped them to become everything, they were capable of. It was found that there 

were various ways to actualize oneself such as using one’s skills, being creative or learning new 

things. The digital nomads could also become self-actualized by developing themselves which was 

often achieved by immersing in local cultures or by connecting with their inner self through religion 

or spirituality. Furthermore, self-actualization was discovered to merge into the external perspec-

tive as the digital nomads’ desire to actualize themselves could both be to generate value for them-

selves or for others. This was the case when the digital nomads travelled around the world to 

broaden their horizons in order to become more enlighten on cultures for the sake of themselves 

and others. 

 

4.2 Meaningful work: External perspective 

In this section, the external perspective of meaningful work is analysed. Meaningful work is created 

in an external perspective when the process of creating meaning predominantly involves others and 

is focused on relations with others. This means that meaningful work is created in the dynamics with 

the external environment for instance when the digital nomads engage in local communities or if 

they carry out volunteer work.  
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Two actions are carried out in the external perspective; one is to increase the greater good, 

another is to challenge the conventional. The former is analysed in sub-section 4.3.1 while the latter 

is analysed in 4.3.2. The whole section is summarised in 4.3.3. 

 

4.2.1 Increase greater good 

It was found that digital nomads create meaningful work by increasing greater good for instance 

doing something with a good cause and helping communities or individuals. This is in alignment with 

a number of research studies within meaningfulness (e.g. Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Martela & Pessi, 

2018; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009) which also found that serving the greater good is contributing 

to one’s experienced meaningfulness. How this was expressed by the digital nomads of this study is 

highlighted in the following quote: 

And I think the important thing that people understand is that being a digital no-

mad does not give you meaning, nor does working for big company give you mean-

ing. But doing work in a way that you feel you're contributing your skills and your 

gifts in a way that helps other people is how you find meaning. And like, that can 

look a lot of different ways. (#9)  

This emphasizes how helping others is perceived crucial in digital nomads’ process of creating mean-

ingful work. Increasing greater good was expressed in many different ways by the interviewees. It 

was often linked to carrying out volunteering or non-profit work, and in general, it was about con-

tributing to what the digital nomads had a personal interest in whether it was people, animals or 

other causes. The following analyses the different ways the digital nomads create work meaningful 

by increasing greater good. 

 

A calling 

One way the digital nomads increase greater good is when they see it as their calling or as their 

purpose to do something for the greater good. It was discovered that the interviewees were often 

motivated by a deficiency in the world which needed to be fulfilled. What they saw as a deficiency 

in the world defined the causes that they decided to contribute to. Thus, this defines their calling. 

Interviewee #2, #12 and #13 are directly motivated by what they see as a “need” in the world, and 

they see it as their calling to do something about it. 
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For instance, interviewee #2 said: “I guess I just see so much struggling in the world... because people 

can’t seem to relate with each other” (#2). He experienced that people were not able to relate with 

each other in a loving or peaceful way and sometimes not even at all. He further said: “I’m really 

seeing a need for humanity to evolve and us to grow and get through the mess that we have got 

ourselves into” (#2). According to this quote, he is aware about a deficiency relating to humanity. 

This keeps him motivated to do something so it can be changed or done better. Interviewee #2 

elaborated on this motivation by saying: “it seems like it’s just my calling to just learn more and 

share these kinds of skills” (#2). From this quote, interviewee #2 defines his calling which is to de-

velop his skills and share his knowledge and thereby contribute to the greater good. 

 

Another interviewee shared the same thoughts as interviewee #2. This interviewee (#12) works with 

cybersecurity and he stated that the reason why his job exists is because there are people in the 

world who earns money on destroying other people’s lives. He was referring to cyber criminals who 

for instance works on hacking and shutting down hospitals just for the sake of money. In relation to 

this he said: 

In my mind humanity could be so much better, like we could be doing so many 

things and we could be living like this utopian ideal like there’s so much we can do. 

. . . So that’s what motivates me to do that job. If I can contribute to this societal 

stability on a global scale. (#12)  

Like interviewee #2, interviewee #12 identifies a deficiency in the world and that there is something 

which can be done better. This is defined as his calling because he can contribute to a better world 

to reach what he calls an “utopian ideal”. Interviewee #12 is not only working with cybersecurity 

but is also doing a PhD within that field. During the interview, he told that he felt like he had the 

needed skills to do something about the deficiency, and this can be connected to the expertise he 

has within the field. As interviewee #12 had what was needed to fulfil the deficiency, he also felt a 

responsibility to contribute in one way or another. By taking responsibility and pursue his calling, 

interviewee #12 creates meaningful work. 

 

The last interviewee, who perceived what she did as her calling, is interviewee #13. She was earlier 

working as a paediatrician and at a one time in her career she was working with children in India. 
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While she was doing that, she saw starving animals on the street that needed help, and this changed 

her perspective: 

My interest just kept going towards those animals more and more, and I saw they 

weren't getting help, they were getting hit by cars and be left on the side of the 

road. And I knew they were hungry. I knew that they needed medical help, too. 

And being naturally attracted to that kind of thing, I couldn't help but want to help 

those that needed it the most. And there I could see that the children were not 

needing me as much as the animals were. (#13) 

Thereby, interviewee #13 saw that there was an urgent need to help the street animals. The quote 

emphasizes that she considered where her contributions valued the most and she prioritised ac-

cordingly. She argued that the animals were in a greater need for her help because the children she 

took care of had already seen a doctor and were already receiving medical care. Additionally, she 

said: “I saw that there was so much more need, and I felt it like deep inside of me that I could be 

doing more. So, I started with the traveling” (#13). Recognizing that particular need of helping street 

animals is what drives her, and this deep desire to help was what motivated her to become a digital 

nomad and travel around the world. She described it as her calling when she told about her charity 

work: “So I will donate only for that purpose. That's what I've been called to do. For whatever reason” 

(#13). This demonstrates how highly meaningful interviewee #13 perceives her work. It also high-

lights that when digital nomads have a calling, this calling exceeds other priorities.  

 

Volunteering and NGO 

Another way the digital nomads increasing greater good is by volunteering or by working for non-

governmental organisations (NGOs). In regard to the latter, it should be mentioned that the inter-

viewees involved in working for NGOs often got something in exchange for their work such as a free 

office space (#11) or an economic output (e.g. #3, #1). 

Many of the interviewees (#1, #3, #9, #11 and #13) were directly involved with non-profit or-

ganisations or volunteerism. The way these interviewees were involved in non-profit work or vol-

unteerism varied and therefore, three different examples of this is given below. 
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The first example is interviewee #1 who is member of the board of an NGO fighting food waste. She 

stated: “When the project is great, and when a project has a great purpose, for example, I think what 

we do with the NGO has a great propose. So, then I'm happy, then I think it's meaningful . . .” (#1). 

From this quote, it is evident that interviewee #1 finds her work for the NGO meaningful as the NGO 

has a good purpose which she wants to contribute to. Meanwhile, she also said that “but when I 

work for like, these capitalistic things, sometimes I don’t think it’s a good purpose” (#1). This suggests 

that she does not perceive it meaningful to do work that does not have a good purpose. However, 

the income she has from the NGO is not enough, so she has to find other ways to make an income. 

She does this by working for “capitalistic” clients which then enables her to work on projects that 

are truly meaningful to her, namely projects with a “good purpose”. 

 

A different example is interviewee #3. He is an accountant and works on business growth strategies 

and helps businesses and non-profits organisations to develop a business plan. He told us that the 

reason why he has been traveling the past two years was to work on non-profit projects: 

I helped set up over 20 not for profit organisations in Australia with animal wel-

fare, women's rights, aboriginal support, environmental projects, ministries or the 

whole range of things, immigrants, whatever. People would come to me and go, 

"oh you're really good at this non-profit stuff can you help me?", “Yep, sure”. (#3) 

Furthermore, he said that what motivates him about all these different projects is that he can apply 

his skills in different ways and create something he can be proud of. These projects are what drives 

his work and travel. Interviewee #3 was happy to tell about the projects he had been involved in. 

He had for instance been working on a Women's Entrepreneurship Program in Nepal and they have 

invited him back to continue the work. He had further worked on an environmental project in Bang-

ladesh, a number of animal welfare organisations in Kenya, etc. This suggests that interviewee #3 is 

very proud of being involved in projects which have a good cause. However, something interesting 

he said was that “I don't do the volunteerism. So, my digital nomad [lifestyle] isn't you know, it is not 

about volunteerism” (#3). So, interviewee #3 is not motivated by doing charity. What he further said 

about his work was:   
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And it [being self-employed] gives me the flexibility to be able to do the work that 

I want, not do work I don't want to do just because I need the money. And I can 

get to the non-profit work that really drives my passion and really lights my fire. 

(#3) 

This quote emphasizes that interviewee #3 still finds it highly meaningful to be involved in non-profit 

projects because they have a good purpose and that is what drives his passion.  

 

In contrast to interviewee #3, interviewee #13 was highly engaged in volunteerism and she repre-

sents the last example of how the digital nomads are involved in non-profit work or volunteerism. 

Interviewee #13 started volunteering three years ago. She said that she realised "wow, I want to do 

something more in the world. I want to help people more” (#13). So, she started to volunteer for five 

different organisations while she worked part-time. However, she wanted to contribute even more 

so she set up her own charity organisation. She then received donations that helped her to buy 

animal food so she could feed animals on the street. Interviewee #13 said that feeding animals is 

what drives her, and it determines her future travel destinations: “So that's really what drives me. 

And partly what helps me to decide where I'm going to go. So many countries have street animals 

and in Istanbul, for example” (#13). This can be related to the other interviewees #1 and #3 because 

these interviewees also identified their true interest and what drove them. Hence, by following and 

doing this, they create their work meaningful. 

 

Impact 

Having an impact is another way to increase greater good. The digital nomads often mentioned their 

desire for having an impact when they talked about how they wanted to do something good for the 

world. This impact could be made through what they were doing which was either work or volun-

teering activities. Seeing or knowing, that they made an impact, was what drove them like inter-

viewee #3 for instance emphasized: “It's about making an impact” (#3).  

  

Interviewee #11 is religious, and he spoke about making an “eternal impact”, i.e. an impact that 

lasts. He wanted to give something of value that could have an impact, and he argued that he would 

turn down projects if he felt like he nothing valuable to offer. He wanted to use his value on projects 
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that could make an impact as he said: “I don't want to be in business for business sake” (#11). Being 

in business for business sake suggests that projects need a good purpose and not just be about 

making profit. Thereby, interviewee #11 creates work meaningful by engaging in projects where he 

can have an impact.  

This was also the case for interviewee #3 who said that he wanted to “. . . have a life that I can 

look back and be proud of” (#3). As previously mentioned, interviewee #3 was happy to share his 

involvement in different non-profit projects which had a good purpose. By being involved in these 

projects, he makes an impact for instance on animal welfare or female entrepreneurs and eventu-

ally, this will make him proud of his life. This enhances how important some interviewees find it to 

have an impact. 

 

Making an impact also relates to helping and inspiring others. For instance, interviewee #4 said the 

following about what she found significant in her job: “I like helping people and I like seeing them 

moving forward. So, it's very much about empowering, motivating” (#4). Additionally, interviewee 

#2 who is passionate about helping communities explained that he could see the effects of his work 

when he visited communities he previously had been working with. He said: “So I can see the ripple 

effects of the work I've been doing there” (#2). This was very satisfying for interviewee #2 as he saw 

how his help and contributions had an impact on the communities. In this connection, interviewee 

#9 also said that: “But doing work in a way that you feel you're contributing your skills and your gifts 

in a way that helps other people is how you find meaning” (#9). This emphasizes that helping others 

can be perceived as a meaningful thing to do. 

 

Community 

Finally, the digital nomads increase greater good by contributing to communities which several in-

terviewees talked about. Communities were sometimes mentioned in relation to the digital no-

mads’ travel activities and in particular the importance of being involved in and contributing to the 

local community was highlighted.  

Interviewee #1 and #2 did a lot of community work and they both have a dream about building 

an ecovillage in the future. An ecovillage is a small self-sufficient community. When interviewee #2 
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talked about building this, he said that his reason for wanting to build an ecovillage was that he saw 

a need for humanity to evolve. For this to happen, he stated: 

It's not gonna be done by individuals. You know it's gonna be done by people com-

ing together, like grouping. So, I am thinking about this quote "the next Buddha is 

not gonna be an individual, it's gonna be a community". It's like we need to come 

together to grow. (#2)  

So, interviewee #2 sees it as a necessity that people come together and cooperate in order to make 

the world a better place. Furthermore, interviewee #2 does not believe single individuals are capa-

ble of changing the world, but communities are. This is why he has committed his work to develop-

ing and starting new communities. 

Another interviewee who was passionate about communities is interviewee #9. He is a writer 

and aims to empower disenfranchised communities and bring different cities and neighbourhoods 

together through public installations and creative projects. He was speaking about what creates 

work meaningful when he said: 

But I think doing that [helping others] first is the key to I think living a professional 

life that's meaningful versus being like "Oh, it has to be at a big company" or "I 

have to work for myself" or "I have to travel" or whatever. Just like find the thing 

where you're like "This lights me up and I feel like I'm contributing to my commu-

nity", whether that's your city, your town or the world community in a meaningful 

way. And I feel like I've been able to do that through my writing, through my ac-

tivity, through my storytelling, through collaboration. And yeah, I think it's a really 

beautiful thing. (#9) 

This quote emphasizes that increasing greater good can be done in many different ways such as 

helping others and by supporting one’s community. And as interviewee #9 stated, what is consid-

ered to be one’s community can be many things, and one has to find out how to contribute to this 

in order to create meaningful work. 
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4.2.2 Challenge the conventional 

The second action that the digital nomads carry out in their process of creating meaningful work in 

an external perspective is to challenge the conventional. By challenging the conventional, the digital 

nomads can stay true to themselves and do what they really want and thereby create work mean-

ingful. In this connection, challenging the conventional is regarded as the interviewees’ choice of 

having a digital nomadic lifestyle which often includes a lack of stability and a high uncertainty com-

pared to if they had an ordinary lifestyle. The conventional is defined by social and cultures norms 

and it is thereby defined by the external environment’s expectations and perceptions of ordinary 

behaviour (Bowdery, 1941). This does not imply that by doing something unconventional, one fails 

to meet expectations. Instead it means that one breaks free from the expectations of the external 

environment by doing something that people or the society perceives as unconventional. In this 

connection, it should also be noted that the external environment is made up by several elements 

such as family, friends, colleagues, strangers, local community and the society in general.  

 

To start with, it is necessary to establish why digital nomads challenge the conventional as digital 

nomadism has been around for several years. One interviewee touched upon how digital nomadism 

is unlike the conventional: “I don't need to be like conventional people that goes every day to work 

and come back home later, and they go to sleep like five, four hours and then they'll go back again 

to work” (#8). During the interviews, it therefore became evident that the interviewees often did 

something new or unusual when they replaced their stable and safe life with no home base and less 

stability. In fact, just traveling could, in the view of the family, be perceived as something new and 

unusual. 

For example, interviewee #3 mentioned that he was the first one from his family to go to Europe 

ever since his family settled down in Australia in 1856. Interviewee #3 therefore challenges the so-

cial norms which has been institutionalized in his family for generations by traveling to Europe. 

However, interviewee #3’s mom is very proud of him and as he phrased it: “her son's traveling 

around the world and all these amazing things and nobody else is seeing them” (#3). 

A different example is interviewee #1 whose parents are worried about her when she travels 

all the time. She said the following about their reaction to her nomadic lifestyle: “Yeah, they say 
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that they worry because I'm traveling. Like "why are you not living in Berlin anymore? You had such 

a perfect life.”” (#1). 

A last example of this was given by interviewee #4. She is originally from the UK though she has 

lived most of her life in Norway where she has raised her children. She said the following about 

people’s reaction when she left Norway to become a digital nomad:  

Some people especially in Norway where they like it very normalized, it's quite dif-

ficult. So for my middle son, his partner's family didn't understand. They thought 

living in Norway, having the whole Norwegian experience was the best. So that's 

been a little bit problematic. But everybody else I've spoken to wants to know what 

I'm doing, get pictures, see where I am because they think it's so interesting. They 

wouldn't do it themselves because they don't dare. But they want to follow be-

cause they think it's fascinating. I'm not a backpacker, I'm not taking a year out 

I'm not doing, I'm actually living a lifestyle that most people my age don't live. (#4) 

From this quote, it is evident that interviewee #4 challenges some people’s expectations of what 

one is supposed to do to create meaning as they do not understand her choice of leaving Norway. 

However, as highlighted in the beginning of this sub-section, challenging the social norms brings 

different reactions, thus, some people found her choice of leaving Norway brave, interesting and 

fascinating. In the end of the quote, she mentioned that most people in her age would not live that 

type of lifestyle. This also suggests that she thinks it is unconventional to become a digital nomad 

and thereby, she challenges the conventional. 

 

Attitudes towards digital nomadism 

An important finding is that most interviewees find it more important to stay true to themselves by 

challenging the conventional than to get other people’s acceptance, understanding or support. One 

example of how this showed up is in interviewee #11’s description of how people reacted to his and 

his family’s choice of leaving the US: 

Well, it was interesting at first, we did not have a whole lot of support in the idea. 

And that was actually, a lot of it was from family. . . . Because, I mean, obviously 

they want us to be around and spend time with them in person, right? That's pretty 
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common . . . it feels a little bit like a frontier for people. And we actually had a little 

bit of resistance from our church too. Because within Christianity, there's a lot of 

traditional things like, "oh, if you're going to go and be a missionary, then you go 

to all these churches and raise support from all these different groups." . . . and 

we're like, "we're just ready to go". Like, we'll do it that way. (#11)  

In this quote, interviewee #11 emphasizes that even though he met resistance and different expec-

tations from people in the external environment, he would not change his mind about leaving the 

US. In that way, he prioritises to stay true to himself and do what is meaningful for him. This is also 

the case for other interviewees such as #12. He experienced that people perceived his choice of 

becoming a digital nomad as a quarter life crisis, but he still said that: 

I'm very determined to not let life get in the way and make my life work for me. 

And so yeah, for me it's a lifestyle decision not a crisis. But for them [family and 

friends] because they saw me in the military where you know, it's like then sud-

denly I'm growing out my hair and now I'm traveling like, it looks like a crisis. (#12) 

So, similar to the other example, interviewee #12 is not letting other people’s opinions about his 

lifestyle hinder him in doing what he really wants.  

 Another interviewee (#9) mentioned that the lack of understanding from other people has 

changed throughout the time. When interviewee #9 began his digital nomadic lifestyle back in 2010, 

he met a lot of resistance and criticism from people in his external environment: 

I got a lot of criticism from a lot of people who were just like "You need to go work 

for a big company and get a real job sort of thing". So yeah, it was hard. It was 

hard in the beginning, like it was not cool at all. (#9) 

People did not understand why #9 wanted to travel full-time, how he could make an income by 

doing that and some people even said that he did not have a “real” job. However, this perception 

changed after a few years because digital nomadism started “becoming cool” and it “became like 

the thing that everybody wanted to do” (#9). As the perception of digital nomads changed, it became 

easier for the interviewee to be a digital nomad as he did not have to struggle with handling others’ 
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criticism. However, interviewee #9 also explained how being a digital nomad back in 2010 was fun-

damentally different: 

But so, one thing about being a digital nomad at least especially back then. . . the 

way like social media, and like these different platforms that we kind of consider 

to be embedded into our lives, it was not even close to like that back then. Like yes, 

people used Facebook. Instagram wasn't really a thing. . . And so, you weren't as 

connected with people in other parts of the world as you are today. . . So, the rea-

son why I bring that up is because for me when you're a digital nomad, it's hard, 

like I said, you feel disconnected. (#9) 

This also opens up to a greater societal understanding of how it was unconventional to be living as 

a digital nomad back in 2010. Even some of the first literature on digital nomads argue that govern-

ments are naturally against digital nomads because they are difficult to tax and impossible to control 

(Makimoto & Manners, 1997). Therefore, digital nomads were already back in the 90’s considered 

to be a threat to governments. Within the last couple of decades, the technological revolution has 

enabled more people to live a digital nomadic lifestyle for instance by connecting us in new ways 

through social media like interviewee #9 mentioned. However, the quote from interviewee #9 em-

phasizes how the society has not always been set up for digital nomads. In particular, it was found 

that digital nomads often struggle with different administrative things such as visas, insurance, 

banking, doctor appointments etc. So even though social media and the technological revolution 

have made it easier to adapt more unconventional ways of working, people can still be limited in 

adapting these due to the societal structure. The fact that the society is not structured in a way that 

makes it easy to be a digital nomad also demonstrates how digital nomadism still is perceived un-

conventional in a sense. 

 

Even though some of the interviewees were determined on pursuing their dreams no matter what 

other people thought about it, some interviewees were also quite influenced by others’ opinions. 

In particular, one of the interviewees struggled a lot with the lack of understanding from her family. 

She mentioned that one of her biggest struggles was that the family did not understand why she 

gave up practicing medicine to go feed street animals. She said that: 
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Well, I think one thing that a lot of people struggle with is something I have which 

is family not understanding why you’re doing it. And you know, my sons or other 

people, “why are you not at home?” You know, “why do you want to be gone so 

much and help other people in the world? Why don’t you come home and help 

people in the United States?” So that’s been my biggest other struggle. (#13) 

Interviewee #13 also said that she had a pain in her heart because her family could not understand 

her lifestyle choice and she wished that she could help them to understand her choice better. How-

ever, she is so determined on following her dreams, so she continues doing what is truly meaningful 

for her. 

The fact that the opinions of people closest to one matter the most was also the case with a 

few other interviewees such as #2 and #4. Interviewee #2 said that his lifestyle had been questioned 

by the people whom he loves the most which was both heart-breaking for him and his loved ones. 

Additionally, interviewee #4 mentioned that her son’s wife and her family had trouble understand-

ing her lifestyle though she only cared about what her son thought about her lifestyle choice. If he 

did not understand it, interviewee #4 was not sure if she could continue being a digital nomad. This 

suggests that the lack of understanding from one’s family can challenge the meaningfulness. Addi-

tionally, it indicates that the family’s support is more important than getting support from friends, 

colleagues or the broader society. 

The most representing concern from the digital nomads’ external environment was grounded 

in the lack of stability the digital nomads experience. In particular, the digital nomads’ families and 

friends expected them to settle down and stop travelling because it is more secure. This underlines 

how the external environment perceives digital nomadism as something unusual that challenges 

the conventional. 

 

Jealousy of digital nomadism 

The digital nomads were sometimes met with jealousy when they challenged the conventional. Sev-

eral of the interviewees experienced that people in their external environment were jealous of how 

they lived their life. An example is interviewee #12 who shared that he had been close to losing 

friends because of his lifestyle. He mentioned that one friend had questioned why he had to travel 

all the time and that the friend’s reason to say this was probably because the friend was envious of 
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him. This suggests that interviewee #12 perceives his life worthy to envy and it can be related to the 

way the digital nomadic lifestyle have been branded. The digital nomadic lifestyle was accused of 

being glamourized by social media and promoters of the lifestyle and one interviewee for instance 

said that “I think there is a very, very disturbed perception of a digital nomadism and what this life-

style actually looks like” (#5). This gap in people’s expectations versus the reality is also evident in 

the two following quotes: 

I think some people are a bit jealous. You think because it looks very nice. I mean 

they don't know maybe how much I work sometimes. But I think it's something a 

lot of people want to do - to travel and work. (#1)  

Some people are envious about it they say "I would really love to do it" but when 

you tell them what it's all about, like sell everything you have in your apartment 

and sell your car and cancel your insurance they're like "oh I'm not really sure I 

want to do that so". They appreciate that I do it but most of them think it's for me. 

They're still in that classic nine to five job. (#6) 

So, these quotes underline the same pattern of how the digital nomads believe that they have a 

lifestyle that is worthy to be jealous of. However, they also acknowledge that people who envy them 

may do so because they do not see the whole picture of how digital nomadism really is. The exam-

ples demonstrate how jealousy relates to challenging the social norms because as interviewee #6 

puts it, the people who envy him are still in a classic 9-5 job. This is regarded as opposite to chal-

lenging the norms as one then conforms with what people expect from one. 

 Another example of how the digital nomads experienced jealousy from the external environ-

ment is given by interviewee #9 who said the following: 

And for me, I think a lot of people are envious because they wish that they had 

done it. . . . And I think for people like what I've really noticed in life is that the 

thing that people criticise you for in the beginning, is the thing that they envy you 

for in the end. Because they wish they just had the courage to kind of live in a more 

authentic way. (#9) 
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This quote highlights that by challenging the conventional, interviewee #9 can stay true to himself 

and live in a more authentic and meaningful way. When interviewee #9 said that other people who 

envy him do not have the courage to live in a more authentic way like him, it also suggests that he 

experiences more meaning than they do. Thereby, digital nomads’ meaningfulness can be enhanced 

if they believe that other people envy them as it confirms them in their lifestyle choice. This can also 

be related to the digital nomads who found that other people think that their lifestyle is “cool”, 

“fascinating” or “inspiring”. Below quote touches upon this: 

I think people think it sounds pretty damn cool. And like, I was hanging out with 

my friends in Sydney. And she was like, "Yeah, it's pretty inspiring." . . .  but yeah, 

I'm pretty lucky to be able to do it. (#10) 

This highlights that some people think digital nomadism is a cool and inspiring lifestyle, thus it is 

worthy to envy. Another interviewee also said that “It's funny because when I amongst my friends, 

and even my family, people think I'm a jetsetter, and that I travelled a lot” (#7). The fact that inter-

viewee #7’s external environment perceives her as a jetsetter might make her feel more special and 

cooler which can contribute to her meaningfulness. Being a jetsetter also stresses that she does 

something new and unusual, hence it shows that she challenges the conventional. 

 

4.2.3 Sub-conclusion 

This section analysed how digital nomads create meaningful work in an external perspective which 

means that the process of creating meaning predominantly involves others and is focused on rela-

tions with others. It was found that digital nomads create meaning in an external perspective by 

performing two actions, one is to increase the greater good while the other is to challenge the con-

ventional. 

Increasing greater good was found to be expressed and achieved in many different ways. The 

digital nomads often contributed to certain areas that they had a personal interest in, whether it 

was people, animals or other causes. The motivation for contributing could be based on the fact 

that the digital nomads had been exposed to a deficiency, and some described it as a “need” in the 

world. This drove them to contribute to the greater good and would to some degree define what 

they saw as their calling. Several of the interviewees were involved in volunteering or non-profit 

work and they were driven by the work they did for organisations with a good purpose and it would 
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for some digital nomads determine where they were travelling to. Furthermore, several of the in-

terviewees perceived it crucial to have an impact for instance by contributing with their skills and 

knowledge through their work or volunteering activities. Seeing or being aware of the impact was 

what drove them to continue their work. The last way the digital nomads contributed to the greater 

good was by helping, contributing and being involved in their community. What was perceived as a 

community and how the digital nomads contributed to it were individual and contextual. 

The second action towards creating meaningful work in an external perspective was to chal-

lenge the conventional. The nomadic lifestyle is more accepted today but is still considered to be 

unconventional. By challenging the conventional, the digital nomads can stay true to themselves. 

This empowers them to do what they really want and thereby create meaningful work. Being a dig-

ital nomad entailed facing the external environments’ attitudes towards digital nomadism and it 

was found that the external environment had various of opinions. Some thought it was “brave”, 

“interesting” and “fascinating” while other interviewees were met by criticism and lack of support 

from the external environment. The digital nomads’ meaningfulness could be challenged if their 

families did not understand and support their work and lifestyle choice, however, a lack of under-

standing from others in the external environment was not of importance. Furthermore, several of 

the interviewees felt that others were jealous of their digital nomadic lifestyle. Most of the digital 

nomads thought that others were envious because of the way social media and promoters have 

framed digital nomadism to be glamourous even though that is not the whole story. However, worth 

noticing was that a few interviewees expressed directly that they believed they had a lifestyle wor-

thy to be jealous of which can enhance their experience of meaningful work. 
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4.3 Conceptual framework of meaningful work 

Based on the findings outlined in section 4.1 and 4.2, a conceptual framework has been developed. 

The framework aims to capture the process of how digital nomads create meaningful work and is 

displayed in Figure 2. The following will explain how the framework was developed. 

 
Figure 2: Digital nomads' process of creating meaningful work 

The framework displays the process of how digital nomads create meaningful work. By being a pro-

cess, it is emphasized that meaningful work is created by carrying out actions that each empowers 

the creation of meaningfulness. Furthermore, the process underlines that meaningfulness is not 

static but rather dynamic. This is also the reason why the framework has been visualised as an in-

finity loop. 

 

The infinity loop has two loops which each illustrates the two perspectives of how digital nomads 

create meaningful work. The left loop concerns how meaningful work is created in an internal per-

spective and accordingly, the right loop relates to how digital nomads create meaningful work in an 

external perspective. In this connection, the perspectives are defined as: 

- Internal: Meaningful work is created in an internal perspective when the process of creating 

meaning predominantly involves the individual and is focused on oneself. This can for in-

stance be related to one’s goals, desires, needs, motivations, values. 
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- External: Meaningful work is created in an external perspective when the process of creating 

meaning predominantly involves others and is focused on relations with others. This can for 

instance be connected to helping others or being influenced by others’ perceptions. 

 

Within each perspective, there are a number of actions which each empowers the process of creat-

ing meaningful work. The actions are divided by dotted lines in Figure 2. The choice of having dotted 

lines was made to show that the different actions are not definitive, thus some actions can merge 

into each other. This is for instance the case when the digital nomads increase their autonomy by 

becoming self-managed where they also gain more control of their work and thereby decrease their 

work alienation. 

 

For the internal perspective, three actions are identified, namely increase autonomy, decrease work 

alienation and actualize oneself. These are defined as: 

- Increase autonomy: Autonomy refers to being independent and having substantial freedom 

in one’s job (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). By increasing autonomy, digital nomads become 

freer and more flexible in their work to do the things that creates meaning for them. 

- Decrease work alienation: Work alienation defines the feelings of being foreign to one’s 

work (Seeman, 1959). By decreasing elements that makes digital nomads feel alienated from 

their work, meaning is created. 

- Actualize oneself: Self-actualization is the desire to become everything that one is capable 

of becoming (Maslow, 1943). By actualizing oneself, digital nomads create meaning by 

reaching their goals and desires. 

As accounted for in sub-section 4.1.3, the action of actualizing oneself was not solely creating mean-

ing in an internal perspective but also in an external perspective. This was the case when the digital 

nomads travelled around the world to broaden their horizons in order to become more enlightened 

on cultures. The process of creating work meaningful therefore involves both themselves and oth-

ers. Actualize oneself has been visualised accordingly so it merges into the external perspective. 

 

In terms of the external perspective, the digital nomads carried out two actions to create meaningful 

work. These are defined as: 
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- Increase greater good: Greater good relates to doing something with a good cause for in-

stance by helping others or serving the greater good (Martela & Pessi, 2018). By increasing 

greater good, digital nomads finds a purpose in what they do and thereby create meaning. 

- Challenge the conventional:  The conventional is defined by social and cultures norms which 

makes up the external environment’s expectations and perceptions of ordinary behaviour 

(Bowdery, 1941). When digital nomads challenge the conventional, they can stay true to 

themselves and do what creates meaning. 

 

Some final remarks on the conceptual framework are firstly, that the size of each action in the figure 

is not illustrating the importance of the action. However, it is argued that each action is necessary 

in order to create meaningfulness. The balance between the different actions is depended on the 

life-world of the individual digital nomad. This means in a practical matter that one digital nomad 

may need to increase autonomy more than another digital nomad in order to create work mean-

ingful. This underlines that meaningful work is a highly individual process.  

Secondly, it should be noted that the infinity loop does not have a specific order or direction. 

This means that increasing autonomy is not necessarily the first action in the process of creating 

meaningful work. The process of creating meaningful work should rather be viewed as an interac-

tion between the different actions, and how these actions interact is dependent on the individual’s 

life-world. 

 

This chapter has outlined and analysed the findings of this thesis. This resulted in the development 

of a conceptual framework of digital nomads’ process of creating meaningful work. The next chapter 

will discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the research findings, evaluate the findings 

and propose future research topics. 
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5.0 Discussion  
The results of the thesis are discussed in this chapter. This includes interpretations and implications 

of the results, evaluation of the research design as well as future research suggestions. 

 The chapter is structured so that in section 5.1 and 5.2 the theoretical and practical implications 

of the research findings are discussed, in section 5.3 the research design is evaluated, and finally in 

section 5.4 future research suggestions are given.  

 

5.1 Theoretical reflections 

As accounted for in chapter 1.0 and 2.0, there is an extensive amount of research in the field of work 

meaningfulness. There is meanwhile limited research on digital nomadism though it has gained in-

creased popularity in the recent years. The results of this thesis, therefore, first and foremost con-

tribute to existing theory about digital nomadism. Additionally, the results build on the existing lit-

erature on meaningfulness while they also provide new insights into the process of creating mean-

ingful work in relation to digital nomads. 

 Next, we discuss the key finding that meaningfulness is a process rather than a state. After that, 

we consider the finding that digital nomads create meaningful work by having both meaningfulness 

and meaninglessness in mind. 

 

5.1.1 Moving to the process of creating meaning 

One of the thesis’ main research findings is that meaningful work is created in a process. This alters 

the view from identifying sources of meaningful work to examining meaningful work as a process. 

As accounted for in the literature review, the majority of literature on meaningful work identifies 

the sources of meaningfulness rather than examining meaningfulness as a process. By changing the 

viewpoint to a process view, we argue that this thesis contributes with new insights into how mean-

ingful work is created. Further, the findings suggest that digital nomads are actively taking respon-

sibility for the meaningfulness of their work as they carry out different actions to create meaning-

fulness. Thereby, it provides new insights into digital nomads’ awareness about meaningfulness. 

It has been argued that one of the advantages of researching meaningful work from a source 

view is that you get a holistic approach to meaningfulness which is useful when looking at manage-

ment of meaningfulness (Bailey et al., 2017). For instance, Bailey et al. (2017) researched meaningful 
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work from a source view as the objective was to outline implications for human resource manage-

ment practitioners. However, we argue that the disadvantages of not examining meaningful work 

from a process view are that you do not capture all the details in how the meaningfulness is created 

and you risk overlooking important aspects in the process. For instance, our findings indicate that 

increasing autonomy is an important action in creating work meaningful, however, we also found 

that there were different ways to increase autonomy. For instance, some digital nomads increased 

their autonomy by becoming self-employed and others increased their autonomy by having a re-

mote job where they could manage their own schedules and choose where and when to travel or 

work. This is valuable knowledge for HRM practitioners and digital nomad themselves, as it under-

lines that there are different ways to promote meaningfulness and increasing autonomy, and one 

specific way might not promote meaningfulness for everyone. Furthermore, we found it important 

to identify different possible actions of creating work meaningful as previous research on meaning-

ful work has been criticised for being simplistic by only researching one source of meaningfulness 

(Rosso et al., 2010). 

Previous research has further argued that “perceptions of meaning or meaningfulness are likely 

to take shape within the context of all possible sources of work meaning and their interrelationships” 

(Rosso et al., 2010, p. 116). A process view, therefore, is helpful as it acknowledges that meaning-

fulness is dynamic, and that meaningfulness is created in the context of different actions and their 

interrelationships. Our findings indicate that each action is necessary in the process of creating 

meaningful work and that the balance between the different actions depends on the individual dig-

ital nomad.  

When moving from a source view to a process view, it is also relevant to consider what conse-

quences it has when examining actions rather than sources. Previous literature has for instance 

identified autonomy, self-actualization and greater good as sources of work meaningfulness (see 

Table 1 – Concept matrix). However, in this thesis we argue that digital nomads are taking an active 

role in increasing those “sources”, hence they are not sources, rather they should be viewed as 

actions carried out as a part of a process. This is detailed more below. 

In regard to the literature on autonomy, Martela and Pressi (2018) found that work is perceived 

meaningful when one has a sense of autonomy and Lepisto and Pratt (2017) argue it is a necessity 

to meaningfulness. Furthermore, Kost et al. (2018) discovered that autonomy is an internal factor 
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contributing to meaningfulness. In relation to the literature on digital nomads, it has been empha-

sized how crucial autonomy is for the nomadic lifestyle as digital nomads must be flexible and free 

in moving between different jobs and locations (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). Therefore, it is not 

surprising that actions towards increasing autonomy are carried out in order for digital nomads to 

create meaningfulness. The finding that increasing autonomy creates meaningful work for digital 

nomads is therefore conforming with already existing literature. In regard to Lepisto and Pratt’s 

(2017) viewpoint of autonomy as a prerequisite to meaningful work, it implies that autonomy is 

something that is experienced statically rather than dynamically. However, our findings indicate that 

autonomy is something that the digital nomads gradually increased by carrying out different actions 

to become more independent and flexible in their work arrangements. Thus, we argue that our 

findings change the view of autonomy to something being experienced dynamically and takes place 

over time. 

In terms of the literature on self-actualization and meaningfulness, previous studies have found 

it as a source of meaningfulness. An example is Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) who found that 

meaningfulness is experienced when people express, develop or become their self through work. 

However, this suggests that self-actualization is something that people do; they express themselves 

and develop themselves. Thus, we argue that self-actualization is better considered as an action 

rather than a source of meaningfulness. Our findings extend the previous literature that views it as 

a source as we identified different ways to become self-actualized which previously have not been 

discovered. For instance, some digital nomads become self-actualized by learning new skills and 

languages, some by developing themselves and immerse themselves in local cultures and some by 

connecting with their inner self through religion or spirituality. This is also the case with the action 

of increasing greater good. Here digital nomads were doing something for the greater good like 

working on projects with a good purpose or volunteering. By identifying multiple ways to actualize 

oneself and increase greater good, we extend previous literature on meaningful work with a more 

nuanced way to consider meaningfulness. We argue that having a process view has enabled us to 

capture the dynamics and nuances of the different actions in the creation of meaningful work. It is 

therefore more appropriate to examine meaningfulness as a process with actions carried out rather 

than researching it from a source view.  
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Our finding that increasing greater good is an important action in creating work meaningful is 

novel and contributes to the literature on digital nomads. While prior literature covers digital no-

mads’ identity, work and travel routines and desire for autonomy to a great extent, it was surprising 

to find that digital nomads had a desire to contribute to local communities and that some chose 

their travel destinations based on where they could contribute to the greater good. This significance 

of volunteer work and having an impact for digital nomads have not been considered in previous 

literature on digital nomads, and thus contributes with a clearer understanding of digital nomads’ 

work and lifestyle. 

 

5.1.2 The role of meaninglessness in the creation of meaningfulness 

The findings of this thesis suggest that digital nomads create meaningful work by both having mean-

ingfulness and meaninglessness in mind. Most of the literature on meaningful work has not paid 

attention to meaninglessness though some studies have started to integrate the concept of mean-

inglessness in the examination of meaningfulness. For instance, Bailey and Madden (2016) argue 

that meaningfulness is not something that can be managed, hence the perspective of cultivating 

meaningfulness should be changed to eliminating meaninglessness. 

 

Our findings indicate that some actions are oriented towards meaningfulness, some towards mean-

inglessness and some towards both. Thus, we argue that Bailey and Madden’s (2016) suggestion of 

changing the perspective of cultivating meaningfulness to eliminating meaninglessness should ra-

ther be changed to include both perspectives in the examination of meaningfulness. 

 In terms of which actions are oriented towards meaningfulness of meaninglessness, we argue 

that the actions of increasing autonomy, actualizing oneself and increasing greater good are ori-

ented towards increasing one’s meaningfulness. This is in line with previous literature which high-

lights these actions as sources of meaningfulness (according to 5.1.1).  

The action of decreasing work alienation is argued to be oriented towards meaninglessness as 

the action was carried out with the desire to decrease feelings of powerlessness and self-estrange-

ment. In that way, digital nomads decreased or removed different elements in their work, which 

made them feel powerless or self-estranged with the aim of decreasing the experienced meaning-

lessness. The finding of how work alienation and meaninglessness relates to creation of 
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meaningfulness is a relatively new finding in the literature on meaningful work. Although there is 

an extensive amount of literature looking into the effects of work alienation, for instance poor work 

performance and reduced organisational commitment, there is meanwhile a limited amount of 

studies researching the relationship between work alienation and meaningful work. Tummers et al. 

(2015) have characterised work alienation as a lack of autonomy, responsibility and meaningfulness. 

Furthermore, Erim (2019) argues that “by contributing to the meaningfulness of and responsibility 

for one’s job, skill variety, task significance, and autonomy could reduce perceptions of work aliena-

tion” (Erim, 2009, p. 63). Our findings imply that digital nomads create meaningful work by decreas-

ing work alienation which partly confirms the relationship between work alienation and meaningful 

work as Tummers et al. (2015) and Erim (2009) identified. Further, the findings are extending the 

literature on meaningful work with new insights into how meaningfulness is created as the majority 

of previous literature on meaningful work has not included work alienation or meaninglessness in 

the conceptualization of meaningfulness. Thus, we argue that the finding of how meaninglessness 

plays a role in the creation of meaningfulness is a new way to think about meaningfulness which 

also implies that a new practice for researching meaningful work is needed. 

The digital nomads’ actions carried out to challenge the conventional are argued to be oriented 

towards both meaningfulness and meaninglessness. For instance, it was found that it was important 

for the digital nomads to stay true to themselves by living a digital nomadic life. Being authentic is 

argued to be orientated towards meaningfulness as the digital nomads desired authenticity. This 

confirms existing literature on meaningfulness that highlights authenticity as a source of meaning-

fulness (Martela & Pessi, 2018; Nemkova et al., 2019). However, it was also found that the digital 

nomads struggled with a lack of understanstanding and support from the external environment. 

Some of the digital nomads therefore tried to make their families and friends understand their work 

and lifestyle choice. These actions are argued to be oriented towards meaninglessness rather than 

meaningfulness as the lack of understanding from one’s family could make the work meaningless 

(e.g. the case with interviewee #4 and #13). By making the family understand one’s work and 

lifestyle choice, meaninglessness would decrease. The finding of challenging the conventional 

further implied that different groups in the external environment (family, friends, communities, 

broader society) influence digital nomads’ meaningfulness in different ways. For instance, it was 

found that the lack of approval and support from one’s family could challenge the meaningfulness 
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while an approval from friends, colleagues and the broader society was not as important. Previous 

literature has described how others influence the meaning of work (Rosso et al., 2010), thus this 

finding enrichens the literature with more knowledge about different groups’ influence on one’s 

meaningfulness. 

 

5.2 Practical reflections 

This section outlines the practical implications of the research findings and includes considerations 

about what the findings mean to organisations, to the experience of meaningfulness and to digital 

nomads. First, it is discussed how digital nomads are different from other workers and what that 

means for organisations and managers. Next, the changing nature of work and its influence on 

meaningfulness is discussed and finally, the future of digital nomadism is discussed. 

 

5.2.1 The digital nomadic mindset 

One of the initial assumptions before this research was undertaken, hence also a reason for carrying 

it out, was that digital nomads differ from other employees. Our findings confirm that digital no-

mads have a different mindset compared to other office employees. The finding of how digital no-

mads feel alienated from their work in a 9-5 office job particularly showcases this. This will be dis-

cussed in the following including its further implications for organisations and managers. 

 

One of the findings of the thesis was that the interviewee had a strong desire to escape the 9-5 

office job. Previous research within digital nomadism has found that digital nomads are motivated 

towards their lifestyle to escape from the 9-5 office job (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Horton, 2017), 

thus it is not surprising that the interviewees had a negative perception about 9-5 office jobs. How-

ever, our findings suggest that digital nomads are individuals who are different from other employ-

ees as digital nomads struggle finding meaning in normal work arrangements. This indicates that 

some of the literature’s identified sources of meaningful work like “belongingness to an organisa-

tion” or “interactions with colleagues” (Bailey et al., 2017; Rosso et al., 2010) may not contribute to 

digital nomads’ meaningfulness.  
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This may be due to digital nomads’ mindset which includes a high degree of independence as many 

of them are self-employed and they give up things like having a permanent home and having more 

things than they can carry around in a suitcase. By being their own boss, they are not only living 

with a high degree of uncertainty, they also count on themselves to set healthy boundaries between 

work and private life (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). Thereby, digital nomads differing from normal 

office workers may be one of the reasons why digital nomads do not find interactions with col-

leagues or a feeling of organisational belongingness as meaningful. Further research is needed to 

explore these differences.   

 Another reason could be that digital nomads replace interactions with colleagues with interac-

tions with others. This can for instance be with clients like one of the interviewees (#3) who men-

tioned he perceived his clients as his friends. It can also be interactions with the local community or 

interactions with other digital nomads. Additionally, digital nomads were found to immerse them-

selves in local communities or online communities for digital nomads, which can be a way to create 

a feeling of belongingness and thereby fulfil the lack of organisational belongingness. 

 

The fact that the digital nomads’ mindset differ from other employees can also be viewed in the 

finding of how they felt powerless and self-estranged when they worked for others. Previous re-

search has established that control is a prerequisite to meaningfulness (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), which 

supports our finding that digital nomads had a need of being in control. This was often achieved by 

being self-employed. By escaping 9-5 office jobs and instead being self-employed, digital nomads 

eliminate the element of having leaders or managers. While some researchers argue that leaders 

play an important role in influencing the experienced meaningfulness (Rosso et al., 2010), other 

researchers argue that meaningfulness rarely arises in relation to the actions of organisational lead-

ers and managers (Bailey & Madden, 2016). This indicates that there is disagreement about whether 

leaders can have a positive effect on meaningfulness. However, there is consensus that leaders can 

easily destroy meaningfulness or have a negative effect on meaningfulness (Bailey & Madden, 2016; 

Rosso et al., 2010). Poor leadership can be one explanation as to why digital nomads escape 9-5 

office jobs to be their own bosses. As Bailey and Madden (2016) highlight, disconnecting people 

from their values and giving people pointless work can destroy employees’ meaningfulness, which 

is in alignment with the digital nomads’ expressions about how they perceived a 9-5 office job. 
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The finding that digital nomads are individuals who may have a different mindset from other em-

ployees is an important discovery as it enables future leaders to be aware about differences in how 

to lead and motivate employees and possibly influence their perceived meaningfulness. This is 

based on the fact that the digital nomads who participated in the thesis resigned their position in a 

normal office job. It is possible that with better leadership, some of these individuals would have 

stayed in their office job. In a practical matter, this could for instance mean that leaders should look 

into the possibilities of allowing employees to work online and be location-independent for longer 

periods as this could be meaningful for the employees who have a desire to try out the digital no-

madic lifestyle. Digital nomads can be viewed as pioneers of digital work adapting to a world that 

has gone through some radical changes in the nature of work. This opens up to a broader discussion 

about how the nature of work has changed the experience of meaningfulness which will be the focal 

point for next sub-section. 

 

5.2.2 The changing nature of work is changing the experience of meaningfulness 

In the literature review in chapter 2, a brief account of how the nature of work has changed in regard 

to digital transformations and new forms of employment was given. This was found relevant as it 

explains why the phenomenon of digital nomadism emerged. As digital nomadism can be viewed as 

a result of the changing nature of work, our findings imply that the experience of meaningful work 

is also changing. The following will discuss different aspects of how the changed nature of work is 

causing a change in the experience of meaningful work. 

 

One of the reasons why the experience of meaningful work is changing may be connected to a 

changing relationship between employer and employees. Most of the digital nomads who partici-

pated in this thesis worked without an employer and for those digital nomads who were working 

for an employer, the relationship has undoubtedly changed as they were not present in a physical 

office. The relationship between employer and employees has changed a lot during the past dec-

ades. Where the traditional exchange between employer and employee previously was character-

ised by employees offering their loyalty and commitment in exchange for job security (Cartwright & 

Holmes, 2006), today’s relationships is marked by more demands and expectations from both sides. 

The expectations from employers are generally based on employees’ performance level and are 
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relatively static over time (Oginni, Dunmade, & Cecilia, 2018) though today’s employees are often 

met by increasing demands for change and flexibility. On the other hand, the employees’ expecta-

tions are dynamic and based on many different variables such as personality, culture or family back-

ground (Oginni et al., 2018). Generally, employees demand highly engaging work, skills develop-

ment, employee benefits, flexible work-life balance, etc. (Patrick, 2019). When the employer or em-

ployee fails to meet the expectations of the other part, a conflict occurs which might influence the 

employee’s perceived meaningfulness in a negative way. This may influence some people to seek 

meaningfulness in a different way for instance like the digital nomads in this thesis who replaced 

their 9-5 office jobs with a lifestyle where they travel and try to balance leisure and work. 

 

Technology has had a further influence on how we perceive meaningful work. Technology has ena-

bled employees to work anywhere at any time which means that the physical and temporal bound-

aries of work have become blurred and it influences people’s private lives (Cartwright & Holmes, 

2006). Some argue that the results of these changes are causing more frustration and disappoint-

ment among individuals instead of creating more freedom for self-expression and opportunities to 

be fulfilled (Bunting, 2004). This is particularly relevant for digital nomads as their work is predomi-

nantly dependent on technology. If technology is causing more frustration for individuals, then it 

can be assumed that digital nomads’ meaningfulness is impacted in a negative way. However, the 

findings of this thesis do not imply that technology influence digital nomads’ meaningfulness in a 

negative way though it should be mentioned that some individuals were challenged due to blurred 

boundaries between work and private life. Thereby, technology represents another example of how 

the changing nature of work is challenging the experience of meaningful work.  

Not only digital nomads, but also people in traditional work arrangements are feeling the pres-

sure of being accessible all the time. While digital nomads are responsible to set healthy boundaries 

between work and private life themselves, normal employees are accountable to their boss and his 

or her expectations. Both of these work arrangements are argued to have challenges in regard to 

being accessible all the time though it can be assumed that digital nomads who are self-employed 

are supposed to have more opportunities to feel free as they do not have to be accountable to a 

boss. However, being a self-employed digital nomad is more challenging in terms of job security and 

stability as they do not work in an organisation that offers stable employment and income. Barley 
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et al. (2017) point out that people without job stability are more challenged in answering questions 

like “Who am I?” and “How is what I am doing meaningful?” (p. 112). This implies that digital no-

mads might find it more challenging to perceive their work and life meaningful. However, the find-

ings of this thesis suggest the opposite as the digital nomadic lifestyle was what enabled them to 

experience meaningfulness. But as discussed in sub-section 5.2.1, digital nomadism is not for eve-

ryone, hence the study by Barley et al. (2017) may be more applicable to individuals in other work 

arrangements. 

 

Summing up, the changing nature of work is definitely changing the experience of meaningful work. 

This is a natural result of change over time. When looking forward, we may have to prepare and 

adapt to a world with less opportunities for secure employment and with new opportunities for 

becoming entrepreneurial, becoming a digital nomad or doing something completely else (Barley et 

al., 2017). In that way, we have to redefine the way we understand careers and how people formu-

late meaningful professional identities in a world with less employment security and new opportu-

nities (ibid.). In this connection, it is expected that more people will become a digital nomad in the 

future and whether that is true or not is discussed more in detail in the next sub-section. 

 

5.2.3 What does the future hold for digital nomadism?  

It is predicted that there will be 1 billion people living a digital nomadic lifestyle in 15 years from 

now (FOXYpreneur, 2019). The digital transformation that has already taken place has made it easier 

to be a digital nomad. The rise of the sharing economy has provided digital nomads with a lot of 

tools that enable them to pursue the digital nomadic lifestyle (e.g. Airbnb, Lime, DriveNow) and 

adds on to other tools like co-working spaces, on-demand labour platforms, social media and online 

meeting platforms like Skype or Zoom (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017). It is possible to stay connected 

24/7 and being a digital nomad in year 2020 is therefore much easier than it was 20-30 years ago. 

But even though it is possible for anyone with a smartphone to pursue the digital nomadic lifestyle, 

digital nomadism is still considered to be unconventional. 

It is still unconventional to a degree because it is argued that the structure of the society and 

the economy is not yet made for this kind of lifestyle as digital nomadism is challenging the tradi-

tional money-flow and the tax system. This is based on the fact that most digital nomads are 
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commonly well educated and from the Western world with high prosperity (Schlagwein, 2018). The 

digital nomads are then working with clients from their home country while they choose to travel 

in developing countries with low costs of living (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017; Schlagwein, 2018). This 

means that digital nomads can establish a benefiting “tax home” which is when they choose where 

their primary place of business is (Shamim, 2017). A tax home is not necessarily one’s domicile and 

as digital nomads are more mobile than most taxpayers, the digital nomads may be able to choose 

a country with lower taxes than their country of residence. Thereby, if many people choose this 

lifestyle it can result in a market distortion, and governments are consequently taking actions to 

avoid this. An example is Estonia which is one of the first countries in the world to create a visa for 

digital nomads which allows digital nomads access to the same regulatory benefits as their counter-

parts (Republic of Estonia e-Residency, 2020). Thereby, Estonia is among the first nations to take a 

step towards making digital nomadism more prevalent and making the society’s structure more 

suited for this kind of lifestyle.  

 

Reflecting back on the predictions of having 1 billion digital nomads by the year of 2035, these kinds 

of changes are needed. However, as digital nomads are individuals with a specific mindset, digital 

nomads are argued not to be for everyone, hence the predictions may not come true. Being a digital 

nomad requires a strong mentality as digital nomads are facing challenges with maintaining rela-

tionships, setting boundaries, maintaining health, loneliness etc. (Thompson, 2018). Besides the tre-

mendous amount of uncertainty, some digital nomads do not have proper healthcare or retirement 

savings (Thompson, 2018) which presents further challenges. Furthermore, our findings showed 

that the majority of the interviewed digital nomads had trouble with administrative tasks such as 

visas, tax rules, insurance etc. All these challenges underline that digital nomadism is not suited for 

everyone.  

Being a digital nomad has probably not been easy in the first half of 2020 as COVID-19 has 

locked down most of the world (BBC News, 2020). While digital nomads have been limited in trav-

eling, most of the cooperative business world has been forced to transform digitally to enable their 

employees to work from home. The importance of digital transformations has increased dramati-

cally and many organisations have therefore been forced to make a transformation overnight which 

would normally have taken years (Iansiti & Richards, 2020). Even though it is uncertain how the 
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coronavirus will affect the number of digital nomads the coming years, the new work transformation 

may increase the number of digital nomads as more organisations and people will realise that work 

within certain areas is not necessarily tied to a physical location. This may make some employees in 

traditional work arrangements realise that their work is not meaningful and that they need to follow 

a more unconventional path to create meaningful work for instance by becoming a digital nomad. 

However, as COVID-19 has resulted in global travel restrictions, there will most likely be a decrease 

in the number of digital nomads in the foreseeable future. With the findings of this thesis, there is 

now more certainty about how the nomadic lifestyle helps to make work meaningful and assuming 

that there will be an increasing number of digital nomads in the coming years after COVID-19, we 

now have more knowledge about how they create meaningful work. 

 

It should be noted that this is only some of the relevant aspects to consider when discussing what 

the future may hold for digital nomadism. Thereby, there are other aspects that may influence peo-

ples’ choice about becoming a digital nomad such as personal reasons, environmental concerns or 

something different. 

 

5.3 Evaluation of the research 

The thesis’ objective has been to gain in-depth insights into digital nomads’ creation of meaningful 

work and each step to achieve this has been described and accounted for during the process. This 

research has followed qualitative research procedure and by doing so, there are several ways to 

ensure the quality of data. Where quantitative research is accessed upon its validity and reliability, 

qualitative studies have different objectives, thus, it does not make sense to use the same quality 

criteria. In qualitative research, in particular research associated with semi-structured interviews, 

the researcher must be aware of the criteria concerning credibility, transferability and dependability 

(Bryman, 2012). How we ensured these criteria when carrying out the research will be accounted 

for in this section. 

 

5.3.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to how “true” and accurate the research findings are (Bryman, 2012). In regard to 

what is considered to be true, it is related to the investigated subject (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), thus 
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our aim should be to find the interviewees’ subjective truth and not a universal truth. To promote 

credibility, we therefore made use of participant validation where we validated the findings with 

the interview participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This was done several times during the interviews 

to make sure that our interpretation of what they said was correct.  

We also made use of clarifying questions and probing. These techniques are very useful to pro-

mote the credibility of the data (Saunders et al., 2015). Additionally, we briefed all interview partic-

ipants about the interview’s topic and purpose which may increase the credibility as the interview-

ees can prepare themselves to provide relevant information. After the interview, we ensured the 

credibility of the raw data by recording and making a transcript of all the interviews and thereby 

also avoided the case of possible misunderstandings. Furthermore, some of the participants wanted 

to receive the transcript of the final thesis. This is also a way to ensure participant validation. When 

the data or results are shared with the participants, it ensures the accuracy of the data and that it 

resonates with their lived experience (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Finally, it should also be noted that triangulation is commonly employed technique to ensure 

credibility as it helps to develop a comprehensive understanding of the research topic (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In this regard, we provided richness to our research question with different perspec-

tives as we talked to people in different contexts, used different sources and utilised theory with 

different angles to meaningfulness. 

 

5.3.2 Transferability 

In qualitative research with a small sample size, it is usually not possible to generalise the findings 

as they tend to be concerned with contextual uniqueness (Bryman, 2012). By combining two re-

search fields regarding meaningful work and digital nomadism, we have explored a previously un-

derdeveloped research field. This also means that the results of this study cannot simply be gener-

alised and transferred to other fields. As mentioned in section 3.1, phenomenologists are interested 

in understanding the world by producing data that can create ideals though it is not intended to be 

generalised. This means for our research that the findings should not be considered as the only way 

to address meaningfulness for digital nomads nor should they be generalised to everyone living as 

a digital nomad. This study should rather be viewed as a contribution to the field where the findings 

apply to the given context and aims to discover a diverse range of individuals’ experiences and 
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perceptions of digital nomadism and meaningful work. Thus, we have throughout the thesis empha-

sized using rich descriptions of our research design to enhance transferability, so readers who 

wishes to transfer the findings to other contexts can assess how sensible the transfer is (Saunders 

et al., 2015). 

 

5.3.3 Dependability 

Dependability relates to the research’s consistency and transparency (Bryman, 2012; Saunders et 

al., 2015). A common concern about qualitative research is whether the findings can be replicated 

in a similar research. This is in particular related to the lack of standardisation in the semi-structured 

interview format. However, the findings are not necessarily intended to be replicated as “the as-

sumption behind this type of research is that the circumstances to be explored are complex and dy-

namic” (Saunders et al., 2015, p. 398). Though, it is crucial to be transparent about the research 

design including the data collection and analysis. We also made use of an interview guide during the 

data collection of the semi-structured interviews to ensure consistency. We have further explained 

all the choices related to this, so our findings are dependable and so that others are able to under-

stand under what conditions our research findings were obtained and analysed. 	

	

Below table summarises the quality criteria and how we ensured achieving them. 

Quality assessment criteria Strategies applied to ensure it 

Credibility - Used participant validation 

- Used probing and clarifying questions 

- Briefed all interviewees about the topic and purpose 

- Made transcripts of the interviews 

Transferability  - Used rich description of the research design and under what condi-

tions the findings apply 

Dependability - Were transparent about the research design and choices related to 

data collection and analysis 

- Used an interview guide to ensure consistency in the semi-struc-

tured interviews 

Table 5: Quality assessment 
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5.3.4 Ethical concerns  

During the last decades, concerns regarding research ethics have grown rapidly (Saunders et al., 

2015). Therefore, it is crucial for researchers to think about how they handle and use their data 

whether it is primary or secondary data sources.  

In this thesis, research ethics were relevant to consider before, during and after the data col-

lection. Prior to the data collection, we applied for access to two closed Facebook communities to 

identify relevant interview persons and within these applications, we stated our participation in the 

communities were solely based on research objectives. Furthermore, during the data collection, we 

asked for permission to record the interviews and told the interviewees what and how the record-

ings would be used. Thereby, we were transparent about our objectives and established a credibil-

ity. After the data collection, we chose to anonymise all interview participants’ names in order to 

not violate with the EU General Data Protection Rules (GDPR). We also carefully considered how to 

phrase the questions in our interviews, in particular very personal questions for instance those con-

cerning mental health and loneliness. 

 

5.4 Future research suggestions 

With the findings of this thesis, there are a number of suggestions for future research studies. 

 It is suggested that future research examines if the conceptual framework developed in this 

thesis can be applied to other workers within the gig economy for instance remote workers or crowd 

workers. It would be interesting to test whether the identified actions of meaningful work are 

unique to digital nomads or if other new types of workers create meaningful work in a similar way. 

As we developed the conceptual framework based on a qualitative study with semi-structured in-

terviews, we emphasize that a qualitative study would be the best scenario to examine the concep-

tual framework as we believe that a quantitative study would have trouble capturing all the ele-

ments and dimensions of meaningful work. 

During the process of writing the thesis, a global health crisis evolved with the COVID-19 pan-

demic outbreak. The coronavirus has in a short period of time completely changed the world; na-

tions have closed their borders, people are forced in quarantine, countries are going into lockdown, 

international events are cancelled or postponed etc. (BBC News, 2020). All this will have severe 

consequences for the global economy and while some organisations are forced to lay off employees, 
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others are turning into digital businesses with employees working remotely. Though digital nomads 

have been challenged by global travel restrictions, the importance of remote and digital work have 

never been more important. Organisations like Twitter and Google have from one day to another 

changed their remote work policies and now strongly encourage all their employees to work from 

home (Duffy, 2020). The fact that more employees than ever before now are trying out a remote 

work life may affect the number of digital nomads in the coming years. Future research may exam-

ine the transition that companies have been forced to make, and how it may have influenced the 

nature of work including the landscape of employment forms after the pandemic. Maybe the num-

ber of gig workers will increase, and the number of digital nomads will decrease? Experts believe 

that the travel industry will recover quickly once the coronavirus outbreak is gone as people want 

to go explore the destinations they missed out on previously (Elliott, 2020). The same may apply to 

digital nomads and therefore we suggest that future research looks into how the coronavirus af-

fected the digital nomads. Did it make current nomads go back home? Are they still living a nomadic 

lifestyle? How were their mental state affected by the outbreak? Are they afraid of a new outbreak? 

These are some of the possible research areas studies can look into. 

One of the findings that we did not anticipate was related to all the actions the digital nomads 

carried out to increase greater good. In particular, we did not anticipate that contributing to the 

greater good was so important to digital nomads and that it even defined what the digital nomads 

saw as their calling. We suggest that future research explores this even deeper as our findings sug-

gest that the doing something for greater good was part of the digital nomads’ fundamental beliefs 

and further could be connected to their faith and spirituality. It would therefore be interesting if 

future research investigates how digital nomads’ identities are connected to contributing to the 

greater good. 

A last suggestion for future research is connected to our finding of how work alienation relates 

to creating meaningful work. Our findings indicate that digital nomads take an active role in de-

creasing work alienation in order to create meaningful work and as we did not find a lot of literature 

looking into the relationship between work alienation and perceived meaning in work, we suggest 

future research to look into this relationship. A proposed way to research this can for instance be 

by designing a quantitative research study with different hypotheses about how work alienation 

and meaningful work relate to each. By doing this, it can be established whether there is a causal 
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relationship between work alienation and meaningful work. The findings can potentially be highly 

relevant for organisations and managers as it will contribute with more knowledge about employ-

ees’ meaningfulness. 

 

This chapter has served three purposes: Firstly, it outlined the interpretations and implications of 

the research findings, secondly, it evaluated the research design and finally, future research sugges-

tions were given. The next chapter is the final chapter of the thesis and will therefore summarise 

the entire thesis.  
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6.0 Conclusion 

This thesis was motivated on the basis of lacking literature on how digital nomads experience their 

work meaningful and we therefore aimed to identify how digital nomads create meaningful work. 

Based on a phenomenological research approach, 13 qualitative semi-structured interviews with 

digital nomads were conducted. It is concluded that digital nomads carry out five different actions 

to create meaningful work, namely increase autonomy, decrease work alienation, actualize oneself, 

increase greater good and challenge the conventional. Based on this, a conceptual framework was 

developed where the five actions are illustrated as a process and are divided into an internal or 

external perspective. 

Meaningful work is created in an internal perspective when the individual digital nomad is the 

predominantly person involved in the process of creating meaning. There are three actions per-

formed to create meaning in an internal perspective. One action is to increase autonomy which the 

digital nomads achieve by being self-employed or self-managed. This provides the digital nomads 

with freedom and daily flexibility in their work which enable them to structure their own schedule 

and do the things that they find meaningful. Having a great amount of autonomy was also discov-

ered to oblige the digital nomads to establish healthy boundaries between their work and private 

life. Another action to create meaningful work is to decrease work alienation. It was found that the 

digital nomads were mainly concerned with decreasing two dimensions of work alienation, namely 

powerlessness and self-estrangement. In terms of powerlessness, digital nomads gain control and 

power when they replace a 9-5 office job with a digital nomadic lifestyle. Further, feelings of self-

estrangement occur when digital nomads are working only to get it out of the way or for the sake 

of the salary. These feelings of work alienation decreased when shifting to a digital nomadic lifestyle. 

The last action of creating meaningful work in an internal perspective is to actualize oneself. The 

digital nomads aimed at becoming everything they were capable of by actualizing themselves. The 

digital nomads have different ways to actualize themselves such as using their skills, being creative, 

learning new things or by connecting with their inner self through religion or spirituality.  

For the external perspective, the process of creating meaningful work predominantly involved 

others. Two actions towards creating meaning in an external perspective were identified, namely 

increase greater good and challenge the conventional. For the former action, the digital nomads 

increase greater good by being involved in volunteering or non-profit work and this often relates to 
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the digital nomads’ personal interests. It was further discovered that digital nomads were motivated 

by a deficiency that they had been exposed to and they saw it as their calling to contribute to it. The 

other action towards creating meaningful work in an external perspective is to challenge the con-

ventional. Digital nomads are challenging the conventional as they live a lifestyle fundamental dif-

ferent to others by for instance not having a stable home. By doing so, the digital nomads stay true 

to themselves and feel authentic which is found to be more important than the external environ-

ments’ negative attitudes. Furthermore, the digital nomads felt that some people were jealous of 

their digital nomadic lifestyle which confirmed them in their lifestyle choice, and this can enhance 

their experience of meaningful work.   

All five actions are crucial in the process of creating meaningful work. This implies that each 

action is necessary in order for digital nomads to create meaningful work. However, the balance 

between the five different actions varies as meaningfulness is contextual and depended on the in-

dividual digital nomad. Thus, some digital nomads for instance do more to increase the greater good 

than other digital nomads.  

 

The findings of this thesis contribute to the literature on meaningful work and more importantly to 

the limited amount of research on digital nomads. In particular, the findings help to understand 

digital nomads better and provide new insights into how they experience their work meaningful. 

Furthermore, the findings propose a new understanding of meaningful work as we argue that mean-

ingful work is created by carrying out various actions and thereby takes place in a process. Addition-

ally, we argue that it is relevant to consider the aspect of meaninglessness in the examination of 

meaningful work. 

With the current wold situation where a global health crisis is threatening the way we work and 

travel, the findings of this thesis seem more relevant than ever. The thesis is moreover relevant for 

our master specializations as we have gained knowledge about new employment forms and partic-

ularly how individuals utilise technology in their work. It is our hope that the findings will motivate 

others to do more research within the field of remote workers and digital nomadism as we predict 

these areas will change rapidly in the upcoming years.  
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