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Abstract: Early retirement has conventionally been treated as a financially-determined exit from paid work, yet digital 

nomadism has primarily been considered as work or mobility-based lifestyles. These literatures have developed 

concurrently, rarely coming together in a set of theories. This paper proposes to fill this gap by conceptualizing digital 

nomadism as a psychological reorientation of early retirement—one that does not replace working nor replaces a 

leisure-centered occupation. Based on Self-Determination Theory, Continuity Theory, and Life-Course Theory, the 

research contends that factors associated with premature retirement—burnout, autonomy deprivation, and work 

identity dissatisfaction—are often psychological antecedents long before financial readiness and induce retirement-like 

behaviors long before formal retirement planning begins. Digital nomadism is seen as a strategic work redesign in 

which individuals gradually gain autonomy to pursue identity continuity through which they make sense, while 

remaining economically active. Through repositioning retirement planning as an ongoing mental journey instead of a 

single dollar purchase, the paper presents an integrative view that conceptualizes digital nomadism as a link between 

traditional work and hybrid or staged retirement options. In this study, retirement theory, work psychology, and future-

of-work scholarship are addressed as the new way of thinking about retirement as a state that can be attained through 

intentional career planning. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Existing retirement literature has traditionally conceptualized early retirement as financially rational, determined by 

pension adequacy, savings retention, and retirement away from employment. Classical economic and life-course 

models operate on the assumption that education/work is linear, and work/retiree development follows a linear 

trajectory, and thus that early retirement may be an accelerated outcome of it. In this way, retirement planning is often 

seen as a financial optimization problem rather than a psychological one. 

 

But today’s transformations in the nature of work—with digitalization, remote work and boundaryless professions that 

have helped to destabilize these assumptions—have brought them to a different level of expectation. More and more, 

early retirement intentions are driven by the more psychological phenomenon of burnout, loss of work identity, 

autonomy deprivation, desire for significant control of one’s life rather than solely financial reasons. 

 

Retirement, in this sense, is not simply an economic exit but rather a psychological reaction to unsustainable work 

structures. Simultaneously, studies of digital nomadism have largely emerged not within retirement and career-

development scholarship but in its own silos. Digital nomadism has been studied mainly in tourism, the gig economy, 

and lifestyle entrepreneurship, with mobility and consumption often considered at the expense of psychological function. 

This split has obscured the more profound impact that digitally enabled work redesign might have on reorienting 

dreams of retirement. 

 

Drawing on these two streams of research, in this manuscript I suggest that digital nomadism might represent a 

psychological route in early retirement planning. Instead of seeing digital nomadism as a way to escape from a job, the 

research conceptualizes it as helping people to gradually attain the psychological conditions that have been the normal 

path to retirement—autonomy, identity continuity and meaning—and, with economic productivity. 

 

Early retirement as a psychosocial process, not just of financial nature 

Recent retirement theory is growing to realize that retirement intentions are constructed even before financial readiness 

is achieved. Often, people express their intention to retire early not because they want to retire early to have the most 
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leisure per se, but to avoid inflexible organizational structures, reclaim personal autonomy, and piece themselves 

together as an individual apart from institutional work structures. Burnout, felt loss of control and erosion of 

professional identity have also emerged as key psychological predictors of early retirement intention. These findings 

indicate that early retirement planning is fundamentally a psychological coping rather than a purely rational financial 

calculus. For many people retirement represents a path toward autonomy and fulfillment that are seen as unreachable 

with old-fashioned employment methods. But traditional retirement models, and even today's retirement models, 

however, continue to place psychological variables as secondary to financial readiness, underestimating their causal 

impact. By reconceptualizing early retirement as a psychological journey rather than a single ending point for life or 

state of mind, the present paper allows a conceptual space to explore potential pathways towards additional 

mechanisms to potential paths to achieve retirement-like psychological outcomes other than complete unemployment 

through which it is plausible for people to experience what the authors describe, but not necessarily exit the labor 

market. 

 

Digital Nomadism and the Stories of Lifestyle and Mobility 

Digital nomadism is work that is independent from place (or location) that is provided by digital technologies and 

enables individuals to detach themselves from fixed places of organisation. Previous studies portray digital nomads as 

labor seeking autonomy that deliberately restructures work to be lived rather than lived to be worked. Although such 

studies suggest flexibility and self- determining activity, they are insufficient in their characterization of digital nomadism 

as a lifestyle choice, tourism phenomenon, or fragile gig position. What is still not well-theorized is the psychological 

role digital nomadism plays across the life span. In particular, digital nomadism resembles such objectives and goals of 

early retirement in that it is described as independent from set routines and time constraints of the workplace/office and 

retaining one’s sense of meaning. However, unlike retirement, digital nomadism enables people to retain their income 

and work identity. This paper contends that digital nomadism is not to be seen as marginal style of living, but as a 

tactical adjustment in the life situation that addresses specifically the psychological antecedents of early retirement. 

 

II. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR AN INTEGRATIVE FRAMEWORK  

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY 

 

Self-Determination Theory believes that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are the main psychological drivers of 

human well-being and long-term motivation. Retirement research has shown that lack of autonomy and meaning in the 

workplace are two of the primary psychological motivators, and both push individuals toward early retirement. Digital 

nomadism meets autonomy needs directly (self-directed scheduling, location independence, task control) with no need 

for work exit. By satisfying these needs earlier in the career trajectory, digital nomadism might have the effect of 

making traditional retirement less psychologically demanding. 

 

Continuity Theory of Aging 

The Continuity Theory posits that people need their personas to be the same even as they age and have consistent 

identity and style of life. Traditional retirement is an identity erasure that has its own difficulties when combined with 

adjustment and identity loss due to professional identity erosion. Digital nomadism enables the maintenance of 

professional competence and self-identity by changing the context of work. This identity-preserving shift diminishes 

psychological shock, and helps make the transition to less static modalities of being in one’s work easier. 

 

Life-Course Theory and De-standardization 

To achieve this, Life-Course Theory underscores that the career-retirement trajectory is determined by socio-historical 

and technological contexts. Digitalization has taken a number of traditional stages of work and retirement and de-

standardized them, undermining norms of age-based organization and practice. Digital nomadism represents one 

example of this shift by allowing us to follow a more personalized and non-linear career path. Retirement in such a 

world becomes not a predictable, chronological endpoint, but rather a psychological state that can be increasingly 

accessed through work redesign. 

 

Digital nomadism as a psychological redesign of retirement planning 

Bringing together these theoretical perspectives, this study constructs digital nomadism as a psychological 

reconfiguration of early retirement preparation in contrast to retirement. Psychological antecedents such as burnout, 

autonomy deprivation, as well as discontent with work identity function as push factors that drive people to seek 

retirement-like consequences. 

 

Digital nomadism acts here as a purposeful work-redesign strategy to mediate this relationship. The benefits of digital 

nomadism to people who experience increased autonomy, professional identity continuity, and meaning-driven work 
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are great. These psychological outcomes decrease reliance on the traditional retirement model as a means of escape. 

 

Therefore, retirement planning moves from binary decision-making between work and retirement to a phased, mixed or 

ever-shifting, phased-in and stepped, or ever-in resetting shift of work intensity, place and identity. In this reimagining, 

retirement is not so much defined as exit from the labor-market as getting psychological autonomy and control. 

 

III. DISCUSSION 

 

This integrated approach enhances the retirement and work-design literatures in three important respects. First, it 

expands retirement theory beyond financial and age-related model by implicating psychological needs as the principal 

driving element of retirement planning behavior. Secondly, it repositions digital nomadism from a lifestyle notion into a 

theory-based career adaptation that fits into a well-integrated model of identity and life course. Third, it demonstrates 

that one can progressively achieve the psychological satisfaction of retirement by redesigning work more deliberately 

at earlier intervals in life. The paper integrates these domains to address the call for models that more adequately 

represent non-linear, and more individualized trajectories of work in digitally mediated economies. 

 

IV.       IMPLICATIONS  

 

Theoretical Implications 

This framework synthesizes work psychology, retirement studies and life-course theory into one model. It reconstructs 

identity continuity as a mediating mechanism connecting work redesign to retirement intentions and presents digital 

nomadism as an emergent life-course phase made possible by socio-technical change. 

 

Practical Implications 

For people, the model encourages retirement planning to be seen as a gradual psychological process, rather than an 

unattainable financial goal. And for organizations, it indicates that flexible and identity-supportive work arrangements 

can alleviate burnout and help retain experienced talent. For retirement planners, it proposes a move toward hybrid 

income support and autonomy- oriented retirement planning. 

 

V.        CONCLUSION 

 

In this paper, we identify digital nomadism as an important but underestimated psychological route through which 

contemporary retirement planning makes sense. Digital nomadism closes the gap between work and retirement by 

allowing autonomy, identity continuity, and meaning – while still being able to live economically as an individual. This 

reconceptualization upends binary models of retirement and dovetails with broader patterns toward de-standardized 

life pathways. 
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Further empirical research will continue to examine the proposed framework in occupational, cultural, and economic 

contexts to further elucidate the nature of retirement in the digital era. 
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