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Introduction

Southeast Asia has been a digital nomad destination 
since before the term existed.  The combination of 
affordable living, warm weather, excellent food, fast 
internet, and a large community of people doing the 
same thing has made cities like Chiang Mai,  Bali, 
Bangkok, and Ho Chi Minh City into functional nomad 
infrastructure hubs with coworking spaces, long-stay 
accommodation, and social ecosystems built around 
remote work.

What this guide offers is the operational picture that 
most nomad content does not. Where to actually base 
yourself  and  why.  What  the  internet  situation 
genuinely  looks  like  across  different  cities  and 
regions. How to bank, how to handle tax, and how to 
stay legally  in countries that  technically  require a 
work permit for any work performed on their soil. 
What the social reality looks like after the honeymoon 
period ends.

This  is  not  a  guide  about  achieving  freedom  or 
escaping the rat race. You have presumably already 
made that decision. This is about executing it well.

All prices in Thai Baht (THB) for 
Thailand-specific sections, USD for 
cross-country comparisons. Rates and 
regulations change. Verify before acting 
on anything in this guide.



Chapter 1: The Digital Nomad 
Reality Check

What Works and What Does Not

The digital nomad lifestyle as sold on Instagram looks 
like this: you work four hours from a beachside cafe, 
spend your afternoons exploring temples, and your 
evenings eating extraordinary food with a rotating 
cast of interesting international friends.

The actual experience, for most people, looks more 
like this: you work seven hours because your clients 
are in a different time zone and the overlap window is 
brutal, the cafe wifi dropped during a video call, you 
have been in the same two-kilometre radius for three 
weeks,  and  the  rotating  cast  of  interesting 
international  friends  turns  out  to  mostly  be  other 
digital nomads who want to talk about productivity 
tools.

None of this means it is bad. It means it is a job you do 
in a different country, not a permanent holiday. The 
people who thrive in this lifestyle long-term are the 
ones who approached it as exactly that.

The Income Baseline

The minimum income for  a  genuinely  comfortable 
nomad life in Southeast Asia's main hubs is around 
2,500 USD per month. Below this, you are making 
trade-offs  that  accumulate  into  stress: 
accommodation  that  makes  focused work  difficult, 
healthcare  anxiety,  inability  to  travel  comfortably 
within the region, and a social  life constrained by 
cost.



At 3,500 to 5,000 USD per month, you can live very 
well in Chiang Mai, Bali, or Ho Chi Minh City. Good 
accommodation  with  dedicated  workspace, 
comprehensive health insurance, eating where you 
want, regular travel within the region, and genuine 
savings. This is the sweet spot.

Above 7,000 USD per month, Southeast Asia becomes 
extremely  comfortable,  and  the  lifestyle  arbitrage 
relative  to  equivalent  living  costs  in  New  York, 
London,  or  Sydney  is  substantial  enough  to 
accelerate savings and investment meaningfully.

The number that most nomad content 
gets wrong: it focuses on minimum 
viable costs without accounting for 
health insurance, flights home, 
equipment replacement, professional 
development, and the basic reality that 
living in interesting places costs more 
than living somewhere boring. Budget 
honestly.



Chapter 2: Choosing Your Base

Chiang Mai

Chiang Mai is the most established nomad base in 
Southeast  Asia  and  possibly  the  world.  The 
infrastructure built up over fifteen years of nomad 
traffic  is  remarkable:  dozens  of  quality  coworking 
spaces, a large community of long-term residents who 
have  figured  out  the  operational  details, 
accommodation  specifically  configured  for  remote 
workers, fast and reliable internet in the main areas, 
and a cost of living that makes the lifestyle genuinely 
sustainable on moderate incomes.

The city is beautiful, the food is extraordinary, the 
weather  is  pleasant  outside  of  the  March-April 
burning season, and the surrounding mountains offer 
weekend escapes that genuinely refresh. The tempo 
is  slower than Bangkok,  which suits focused work 
better than the capital's constant stimulation.

The limitation is that Chiang Mai is landlocked and 
can feel  small  after  extended periods.  The nomad 
community, while large, overlaps heavily with itself 
and can become incestuous. March and April bring 
serious  air  quality  problems  from  agricultural 
burning  that  affect  respiratory  health  and  limit 
outdoor activity.

Bangkok

Bangkok is  the region's  best  city  for  nomads who 
need  infrastructure.  Everything  works:  transport, 
healthcare, international banking, visa services, and 
professional services of every kind. The coworking 
sector is large and diverse. The food scene is among 
the best in the world.



Bangkok's challenge is its scale and stimulation. It is 
a city that actively competes for your attention, and 
discipline around work requires more active effort 
than in quieter bases. It is also more expensive than 
Chiang Mai or the islands, though still dramatically 
cheaper than most Western cities.

Bali (Canggu/Ubud)

Bali operates as a separate ecosystem from mainland 
Southeast Asia and deserves its own section. Canggu 
has become the most concentrated nomad hub in the 
region, with a density of coworking spaces, cafes with 
reliable wifi, and nomad-facing accommodation that 
is unmatched. The downside of this density is that it 
has  pushed prices  up to  a  point  where Bali  is  no 
longer particularly cheap, and the concentration of 
nomads creates a social bubble that some people find 
energising and others find suffocating.

Ubud,  in  the  island's  interior,  attracts  a  wellness-
oriented  demographic  and  has  a  quieter,  more 
focused character. Internet reliability in Ubud is less 
consistent than Canggu.

Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi

Vietnam is the most underrated nomad destination in 
the region. Ho Chi Minh City has fast internet, very 
low costs,  extraordinary food,  and a large enough 
expat community to support a social life.  The visa 
situation has improved significantly with the 90-day 
e-visa now available to most Western nationalities. 
The energy of the city is intense, which suits some 
people and exhausts others.

Hanoi  has  more  character  and  slower  pace.  The 
cooler northern climate is a genuine asset for those 



who find tropical heat draining. The food in Hanoi is 
exceptional and distinctly different from the south.

Other Options Worth Knowing

Penang, Malaysia has an excellent base with great 
food, good English, straightforward banking, and a 
visa  situation  that  permits  90-day  stays  for  most 
Western nationalities with a simple social visit pass. It 
is cooler and less frenetic than Bangkok or Ho Chi 
Minh City.

Phnom  Penh  remains  one  of  the  most  affordable 
capitals in Southeast Asia. The infrastructure is less 
developed  than  the  main  nomad  hubs,  but  it  is 
improving and the cost advantage is significant.



Chapter 3: Visas and the Legal 
Reality

The Honest Position

Working remotely in Southeast Asia while physically 
present  in  those  countries  is,  in  most  cases, 
technically illegal without a work permit. The laws 
were written before remote work existed and have 
not kept pace with the economic reality. Enforcement 
against  nomads  earning  income  from  abroad  and 
depositing it in foreign accounts is essentially non-
existent in every country in the region. The legal risk 
is real but theoretical for the vast majority of remote 
workers.

This is changing, slowly. Thailand introduced the LTR 
Work-from-Thailand  Professional  visa  in  2022, 
providing  a  genuine  legal  framework  for  remote 
workers  earning  above  80,000  USD  per  year. 
Indonesia  has  its  Digital  Nomad  Visa  for  those 
meeting income requirements. Other countries are 
watching and will follow.

The Practical Visa Toolkit

Thailand: tourist  visa on arrival  (60 days for most 
Western nationalities, extendable once to 90 days). 
Multiple-entry  tourist  visa  from  a  Thai  embassy 
abroad (60 days per entry with multiple entries over 6 
months).  LTR visa  for  those  qualifying  financially. 
Thailand  Elite  for  those  who  want  the  premium 
solution.

Indonesia:  social  visit  visa  on  arrival  (30  days, 
extendable to 60). Bali Digital Nomad Visa (B211A on 
arrival, extendable to 180 days) for those with proven 
income over 2,000 USD per month.



Vietnam: 90-day e-visa, single entry, available to most 
nationalities online before departure. Multiple entry 
90-day  e-visa  also  available.  Straightforward  and 
reliable.

Malaysia: 90-day social visit pass on arrival for most 
Western nationalities. The DE Rantau Digital Nomad 
Pass provides a 12-month option for those meeting 
income and employer requirements.



Chapter 4: Housing: Finding a 
Place That Works

What Nomad Accommodation Requires

The requirement  list  for  nomad accommodation is 
different from tourist  accommodation.  A dedicated 
workspace or a desk that works as one. Fast, reliable 
internet with a wired connection option as backup. 
Air conditioning that does not produce a sound level 
that makes calls impossible. A location within walking 
distance of coworking options or cafes as alternative 
work  environments.  A  kitchen  or  proximity  to 
affordable food that does not require eating out for 
every meal.

Short-stay serviced apartments and hotel rooms are 
rarely  optimised  for  working.  The  desks  are  an 
afterthought,  the  wifi  is  shared  across  too  many 
users,  and  the  lighting  is  designed  for  relaxation 
rather  than  screen  work.  Purpose-built  nomad 
accommodation, which exists in Chiang Mai, Canggu, 
and increasingly  elsewhere,  solves these problems 
and is worth the research time to find.

Finding the Right Place

Airbnb has  significant  inventory  across  the  region 
and is useful for initial one-month stays while you find 
a proper longer-term place.  The prices are higher 
than equivalent local market rates, but the flexibility 
and English-language interface make it lower-friction 
for arrival.

Facebook  groups  for  specific  nomad  destinations 
have the most useful rental information. Chiang Mai 
Digital Nomads and Canggu Community on Facebook 
are active and have rental listings from landlords who 



understand  what  remote  workers  need.  The  best 
long-stay accommodation in these markets is found 
through  these  communities  rather  than  booking 
platforms.

Monthly  rates are substantially  lower than nightly 
rates. A room that costs 2,000 THB per night as a 
short-stay  hotel  costs  15,000  to  25,000  THB  per 
month as a  monthly  rental.  Negotiate for  monthly 
rates  from  arrival  day  one  if  you  know  you  are 
staying.



Chapter 5: Internet: The Non-
Negotiable

The Regional Reality

Internet quality across Southeast Asia has improved 
dramatically in the past five years and continues to 
improve. Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam 
all  have  infrastructure  that  supports  remote  work 
reliably  in  urban  areas  and  most  popular  tourist 
destinations.  Cambodia  and  Myanmar  lag  behind. 
Rural areas and islands everywhere have less reliable 
connectivity than cities.

Thailand

AIS, True Move H, and DTAC (merged with True) 
cover Thailand. Tourist SIMs with 30-day unlimited 
data (with speed caps after a daily threshold) cost 300 
to 600 THB and provide 4G speeds that handle video 
calls  and standard remote work.  Fibre  internet  in 
condos  and  houses  in  Chiang  Mai  and  Bangkok 
provides 100 to 500 Mbps at competitive prices.

Coworking spaces in Chiang Mai have consistently 
fast, reliable connections and are the right solution 
for anyone whose work involves large file transfers, 
video  production,  or  high-bandwidth  requirements 
that mobile data cannot reliably support.

Bali

Internet quality in Canggu and Seminyak is good and 
improving.  The  main  coworking  spaces  have  fibre 
connections.  Villa  and  accommodation  internet 
ranges from excellent to unreliable depending on the 
provider and the infrastructure in the specific area. 



Always  test  internet  speed  before  committing  to 
accommodation. Ubud is less reliable than Canggu.

Vietnam

Vietnam has some of the fastest internet in Southeast 
Asia in its major cities. Viettel and Mobifone provide 
4G coverage across most of the country. Coworking 
spaces in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi have excellent 
connectivity.



Chapter 6: Banking and Moving 
Your Money

The Multi-Account Approach

Effective  nomad  banking  uses  multiple  accounts 
serving different functions. A home country account 
maintains  your  credit  history,  holds  emergency 
reserves,  and  receives  income.  A  Wise  account 
handles  international  transfers  at  near-interbank 
exchange rates with low fees. A local bank account in 
your primary base handles daily transactions.

Wise is the most important tool in the nomad banking 
toolkit. It holds multiple currencies, transfers money 
internationally  at  dramatically  better  rates  than 
traditional  banks,  and  provides  a  debit  card  that 
works everywhere with low foreign transaction fees. 
Set it up before you leave home.

ATMs in Southeast Asia

ATMs are widely available in every urban area and 
major tourist destination across the region. Foreign 
card fees are a real cost: Thai ATMs typically charge 
220  THB  per  withdrawal  regardless  of  amount. 
Withdrawing  larger  amounts  less  frequently 
minimises  this  cost.  Wise  and  Revolut  both  have 
policies that refund some ATM fees monthly.

Cash vs Card

The  region  is  increasingly  card-friendly  in  tourist 
areas  and  urban  environments,  but  cash  remains 
necessary  for  local  markets,  street  food,  smaller 
guesthouses, and many transactions outside the main 
tourist  infrastructure.  Maintain  a  working  float  of 



cash in local currency. The practice of carrying no 
cash because you can always find an ATM has ended 
badly  for  enough  people  in  power  cuts  and 
connectivity outages that it is worth mentioning.



Chapter 7: Health Insurance 
and Healthcare

The Baseline Requirement

Health insurance is  non-negotiable  for  any nomad 
stay of more than a few weeks. The specific risk is not 
routine care, which is affordable out of pocket in most 
of the region. The risk is a serious accident, a cardiac 
event,  a  major  infection,  or  a  condition  requiring 
surgery or intensive care. These events are rare, cost 
very little to insure against,  and cost a great deal 
without coverage.

The Options

SafetyWing  is  the  most-referenced  nomad-specific 
health insurance product. It is affordable (roughly 40 
to 60 USD per month for under-35s), covers inpatient 
care and emergency evacuation, and operates on a 
subscription basis that is easy to start and stop. Its 
limitations are meaningful: the coverage caps are not 
high,  and  it  excludes  certain  conditions  and 
countries. It is a reasonable starter option for young, 
healthy nomads on a tight budget.

Cigna Global, AXA International, and Allianz Global 
are  comprehensive  international  health  insurance 
providers  used  by  nomads  and  expats  who  want 
broader coverage. These cost more (200 to 600 USD 
per month depending on age and coverage level) but 
provide proper coverage including outpatient care, 
routine  care,  and  higher  coverage  caps  for  major 
events.

For stays primarily in Thailand, a local Thai health 
insurance policy from Pacific Cross, BUPA Thailand, 
or Cigna Thailand provides excellent coverage for in-



country care at lower premiums than international 
policies. The limitation is that coverage is primarily 
Thailand-specific.



Chapter 8: Building a Routine 
That Actually Works

The Discipline Problem

Southeast Asia is maximally interesting. Every day 
presents  alternatives  to  work  that  are  more 
immediately appealing than whatever is on your task 
list. The beach. The temple. The friend who wants to 
explore a new neighbourhood. The cooking class. The 
day trip. The spontaneous late night that becomes a 2 
AM bedtime.

Nomads who maintain high productivity  long-term 
share a consistent approach: they treat work like a 
job  with  defined  hours,  they  separate  their  work 
environment from their leisure environment, and they 
protect their sleep.

The Environment Separation Rule

Working from your bed in your accommodation is a 
slow way to undermine both your work quality and 
your ability to rest in your accommodation.  Use a 
coworking space, a specific cafe, or a dedicated desk 
in your room with a clear physical separation from 
where you sleep and relax. This sounds trivial. It is 
not. The environmental cue of a specific workspace 
triggers  a  work  mental  state  in  a  way  that  a 
comfortable bedroom does not.

Time Zone Management

Working  across  time  zones  is  one  of  the  genuine 
operational  challenges  of  nomad  life  in  Asia. 
European  clients  on  GMT or  CET create  morning 
overlap windows from 2 PM to 7 PM local Thai time, 



which is actually workable. American clients on EST 
create a 9 PM to 2 AM overlap window, which is not 
sustainable long-term.

Before choosing a base, map your client or employer 
time  zones  against  local  time  in  your  proposed 
location. The difference between a Bangkok base and 
a Lisbon base for a US-client remote worker is the 
difference  between  a  manageable  schedule  and  a 
chronically disrupted one.

The most underrated nomad 
productivity habit: a consistent wake 
time regardless of the previous evening. 
Variable sleep schedules in a stimulating 
environment compound into a fog that 
undermines the work quality that 
sustains the entire lifestyle.



Chapter 9: The Social Reality of 
Nomad Life

The Community Asset

The nomad community in Southeast Asia's main hubs 
is a genuine asset. Chiang Mai, Canggu, and Bangkok 
all  have  active  nomad  communities  built  around 
coworking  spaces,  community  events,  Facebook 
groups,  and  the  informal  networks  that  develop 
among  people  doing  the  same  thing  in  the  same 
place.  The  shared  experience  creates  connection 
quickly, and the collective knowledge of how things 
work in a specific city is practically valuable.

The Community Trap

Spending  all  your  social  time  with  other  nomads 
creates  a  bubble.  You  are  in  Southeast  Asia  but 
experiencing  a  curated,  English-language,  remote-
worker  version  of  it.  The  food  is  good,  the 
conversations are interesting,  and the experiences 
are real, but you are not getting the depth of cultural 
experience that the location could provide.

Building  relationships  with  local  people,  learning 
even basic language, participating in local community 
life,  and  spending  time  in  places  that  are  not 
coworking spaces or nomad-facing cafes produces a 
qualitatively different and richer experience. It also 
makes you a more interesting person to the nomad 
community, which feeds back positively.

Long-Term Loneliness

Nomad  loneliness  is  real  and  underreported.  The 
transient  nature  of  the  community  means  that 



friendships form quickly and end quickly as people 
move on. The friends made in month one are often 
gone by month three. Building durable relationships 
requires either staying in one place long enough to 
develop  real  friendships  or  maintaining  deep 
relationships  with  people  back  home  with  more 
discipline than most nomads apply.

The nomads who report the highest satisfaction with 
the lifestyle long-term are almost universally the ones 
who found a base they returned to regularly, built 
genuine  ongoing  relationships  in  that  base,  and 
maintained  active  investment  in  relationships  at 
home.



Chapter 10: Tax: The Part 
Everyone Ignores

The Wishful Thinking Problem

A large proportion of digital nomads operate on the 
implicit  assumption  that  by  moving  frequently 
between  countries,  none  of  them  can  claim  tax 
residency, and therefore no tax is owed anywhere. 
This assumption is rarely correct and is getting less 
correct as tax authorities in multiple countries update 
their rules to address exactly this situation.

Your Home Country

Most  countries  tax  their  residents  on  worldwide 
income. The definition of residency for tax purposes 
varies  by  country.  Australia  taxes  Australian 
residents on worldwide income regardless of where 
they work. The UK has a statutory residency test that 
determines residency based on days spent in the UK 
and  other  factors.  The  US  taxes  US  citizens  on 
worldwide income regardless of residency or physical 
presence, full stop.

Leaving your home country for an extended period 
may reduce or eliminate home country tax liability 
depending  on  your  specific  circumstances,  the 
number  of  days  you  spend  there  annually,  and 
whether you maintain a home available for your use. 
This  requires  specific  professional  advice  for  your 
situation.

Thailand

Thailand  taxes  individuals  who  are  tax  resident, 
defined as spending 180 days or more in Thailand in a 



tax year, on income earned in Thailand and income 
remitted to Thailand.  The 2024 regulatory change 
clarified that all foreign income remitted to Thailand, 
regardless of when earned, is potentially taxable. The 
LTR visa provides a flat 17 percent personal income 
tax rate for qualifying professionals.

The practical reality for most nomads in Thailand: if 
you spend less than 180 days per year in Thailand, 
you are not Thai tax resident. If you spend more, you 
are, and your remitted income is potentially subject 
to Thai tax. Get a Thai tax professional's opinion if 
your stay exceeds 180 days.

The one-liner on nomad tax: 'I pay no tax 
because I have no fixed address' is a 
story, not a legal position. Get 
professional advice early. The cost of an 
hour with an international tax adviser is 
trivially small compared to the cost of 
getting this wrong.



Chapter 11: Tools, Gear and 
Your Setup

The Physical Setup

A quality  laptop  is  the  most  important  equipment 
investment a nomad makes, and it is not the place to 
economise. The laptop is your office, your creative 
tool, and your income source. A device that is slow, 
unreliable,  or  inconveniently  heavy  creates  daily 
friction that compounds over months into significant 
productivity loss.

Weight matters more than most new nomads expect. 
The difference between a 1.2 kg ultrabook and a 2.1 
kg standard laptop is imperceptible on a desk and 
very  perceptible  after  carrying  it  to  a  coworking 
space and back every day for three months.

Peripherals  worth carrying:  a  travel-sized external 
monitor  for  extended  work  sessions,  a  compact 
mechanical or low-profile keyboard, a quality headset 
for calls, and a compact mouse. Total weight with 
laptop  is  manageable  and  the  productivity 
improvement from a proper setup is real.

Internet Backup

A mobile data SIM for backup internet is essential. 
There will be days when the coworking space has an 
outage, the cafe wifi is down, or you need to take a 
call  from  accommodation  with  inadequate  wifi.  A 
local  SIM with data on a second device or  phone 
provides the backup that prevents these situations 
from becoming crises.



Software

Notion or Obsidian for knowledge management and 
project tracking. Toggl for time tracking if you bill by 
the  hour.  1Password  or  Bitwarden  for  password 
management.  A  reliable  VPN  (Mullvad  and 
ProtonVPN are well-regarded) for security on public 
networks and for accessing geo-restricted services. 
Wise for banking. Revolut as a backup card.



Chapter 12: The Long Game: 
When Nomad Becomes 
Resident

The Two-Year Inflection

Most nomads who stay in Southeast Asia for more 
than  two  years  reach  a  point  where  the  nomad 
identity starts to feel less accurate than the resident 
identity. They have a base they return to. They have 
ongoing relationships. They have a favourite market, 
a neighbourhood they know, a sense of belonging to a 
specific place rather than to a general region.

This is a natural and healthy evolution. The people 
who resist it and insist on maintaining the perpetual 
movement of early nomad life past the point where it 
genuinely  serves  them  are  often  running  from 
something rather than moving toward something.

The Decision

At some point, the question is not 'where should I go 
next?' but 'where do I actually want to live?' These are 
different questions. The first is a nomad question. The 
second  is  a  life  question.  Southeast  Asia  offers 
excellent answers to the second question for many 
people.  Thailand  in  particular,  for  all  its 
complications,  provides  the  raw  materials  for  a 
genuinely good life at reasonable cost.

The guides in this series cover the specifics of making 
that  transition:  Moving  to  Thailand,  Retire  in 
Thailand,  Running  a  Small  Business  in  Southeast 
Asia. The short answer is that the move from nomad 
to resident is straightforward in practical terms and 



significant in psychological ones. Do it deliberately, 
with clear reasons, rather than by default.

Daniel Hyman, Koh Samui, 2026


