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Foreword
The Plan B Club was written for anyone who has an interest in learning about life abroad. Included is a
wealth of information, detailing the issues you’ll need to consider if you’re serious about relocating yourself
and your money to a foreign country. You will essential become your own expert once you read this book.
What I share with you is based on extensive research, as well as my own experiences from having moved
abroad over 30 years ago and extensively traveling around the world. You get a blueprint for how to plan and
prepare for your own move, focusing on what I call the Four Cornerstones that encompass a move overseas:
Your Money & Wealth
Your Lifestyle
Your Personal Relationships
Your Home & Possessions
You will find that what you think may be common sense isn’t always. You will learn the secrets that I know
now, but wish I had known before I had moved.
The book begins with a Quick Start Guide that outlines the overall goals of the Plan B Club. I also include
an Introduction that sets the stage for a move overseas. Following that are eight lessons focusing on the four
cornerstones listed above.
Let your journey begin…
Ted Bauman,

Editor, The Bauman Letter and Alpha Stock Alert
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QUICK START
GUIDE

Not the America We Once Knew
I wouldn’t be offering this course if it weren’t likely that many of you have thought about leaving the
United States sometime in the near future.
Don’t feel unpatriotic. You’re not alone. Millions of American citizens live overseas part- or fulltime. In fact, Americans are the most widely dispersed population on the planet, living in more than
100 countries, with more of us joining them every day.
Let’s face it. The U.S. has become “another country” to many of us born and raised here during the
halcyon days of the 20th century. Long-held assumptions about our society, opportunities, prosperity,
security, stability, our government and liberties … and above all, our future … can no longer be taken
for granted.
Some of these uncertainties have been long in the making. U.S. tax law has for years forced
individuals and corporations to seek friendly foreign jurisdictions abroad to protect their wealth.
Faced with massive debts, and with vastly increased capacity to monitor our finances — as well as
our personal lives — the U.S. government is moving aggressively to disrupt and eliminate “tax havens.”
Protecting one’s wealth from the rapacity of greedy government is an increasingly complex task.
To make matters worse, an International Monetary Fund report (http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/
ft/fm/2013/02/pdf/fm1302.pdf ) on public debt has gone so far as to recommend that governments
start preparing for a 10% across-the-board wealth-confiscation program to rebalance the books.
If that doesn’t make you at least start thinking about a new home outside the U.S., nothing will.
To make matters worse, much of the tax money taken from us by Uncle Sam has been used to fund
a Constitution-shredding effort to create a “security state,” ostensibly in the name of protecting us from
“terrorism.” The result is that since 9/11, the U.S. government, under both major political parties, has
moved increasingly away from the rights and liberties guaranteed in the Constitution and the Bill of
Rights.
Recent revelations about the domestic spying activities of the National Security Agency; the
aggressive pursuit of patriotic whistle-blowers; threats to imprison members of the press; the growing
use of militarized domestic policing techniques buttressed by robotic drone surveillance — all of this
has awakened many Americans to the fear that the U.S. is no longer the “land of the free.”
U.S. citizens are increasingly treated as “subjects” of the almighty government, rather than as
sovereign individuals, whose informed, active consent is at the very heart of Constitutional authority.
The U.S. corporate sector has likewise jettisoned any presence of respect for the commercial
traditions that once made this country great. Rampant greed and fraud have reduced much of the
financial sector to little more than a feudal rack-renting operation.
The prospect of repairing the deep damage done to our country means recedes further every day.
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Reinforced by a steady stream of vitriol from a commercialized media, Americans are experiencing a
level of disrespect and disillusionment with our major public and private institutions never seen before.
No wonder recent polls show that only 34% of likely U.S. voters think America’s best days are
ahead, while 46% believes the nation’s best days are in the past.
And it’s no wonder that, according to recent statistics, almost 3,415 people handed in their U.S.
passports or green cards in 2014, a 1000% increase from 2008.

Your Compatriots are on to Something …
Yes, I am ticked off about all of this … but I still have a second passport and a home near a
stunning beach, on the southern tip of Africa. This “Plan B” of mine helps me sleep at night.
There’s no reason you can’t have something similar. The fact is that moving and living overseas is
easier now than it’s ever been. In fact, the same technological and political forces that have wrought
havoc with our liberties at home have created opportunities for migration to friendlier environments.
Before World War II, people who left their home countries to live abroad generally couldn’t
maintain close contact with family, friends, and business associates. Ocean transport was slow and
electronic communication limited to the telegraph. International fund transfers took weeks, if not
months. You either had to take it all with you or make some more after you moved.
In those days, going abroad usually meant saying good-bye to your familiar way of life. But the
dramatic post-war development and expansion of transport and communications technology changed
all of that.
Now, no place on the planet is more than a day’s air travel from any other. Products are easily
shipped around the globe. And, thanks to satellites and transoceanic fiber-optic cables, high-quality
communication is virtually instantaneous. With smartphones, Skype and a Wi-Fi connection, we can
now chat with anyone around the world as if we are just a few miles away.
Grasping this opportunity with typical pioneering spirit, Americans have taken the lead in living
abroad. Although the government doesn’t track how many of us leave the U.S., whether temporarily
or permanently, researchers estimate that up to 7.2 million Americans have left the U.S. over the last
decade. That’s a lot of people.
More important than the total, however, is the trend. The U.S. Census Bureau tracks fluctuations
in the overseas citizen population, estimating that on average over the last decade almost 50,000
Americans leave the U.S. each year, with a significant increase in the last couple of years. That’s up from
an estimated 18,000 per annum circa 1990.
Let that fact sink in: the number of Americans seeking part-time or permanent homes abroad annually
has more than doubled in less than a generation.
Where do all these wandering Americans go?
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•

Nearly one-third of us live in Europe. One-quarter live in East Asia and the Pacific.

•

About two-thirds of Americans abroad live in just ten countries. Mexico and Canada have the
largest U.S. population, with Israel, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany also big players.

•

But … as you’ll soon see, there are many more options available to you.

Pushing and Pulling
Banyan Hill — previously The Sovereign Society — has been talking
about this for a long time. Consider the following from the most recent
edition of Bob Bauman’s Where to Stash Your Cash Legally:
The numbers of U.S. citizens leaving the land of the free (and heavily taxed) is
growing, according to U.S. Treasury figures … [and] U.S. News & World Report
estimated that each year three million U.S. citizens and resident aliens simply
leave America to make new homes in other nations. (p. 71)
Leave we do, but it’s not just because of taxes. Americans end up living
abroad for many reasons.
American employees of U.S. firms often live abroad for many years, and decide to stay. Military
personnel have a habit of falling in love with countries where they’ve been posted … or a local partner
… or both.
Retirees increasingly find better value for their savings abroad. Young travelers, too, sometimes end
up staying in a foreign country — as I did. Over there, I saw and experienced things that have made me
who I am.
That’s why I’m offering this course: I have the experience you’ll need to guide you on your own
journeys.
In my case, I was “pulled” by adventure (and by a girl). I was young and footloose, with nothing to
stop me.
In fact, for many years, “pull” factors like those that prompted my move to South Africa have been
the main driver of American migration. In the early years of the 21st century, however, “push” factors
have taken the lead.
But it’s no longer just a case of desiring to have a foreign home. Many people now find that living
in the U.S. has grown increasingly uncomfortable, and they’re looking for a way out — an escape from,
rather than to a home. Taxes. Dirty politics. A declining economy. An out-of-control surveillance state.
Social unrest.
So how do you find a better spot? Let’s say you decided to pursue your fancy further. Where would
you start? What would you need to think about? How would you do it?
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If you searched the Internet, you’d mainly find some (often questionable) advice about two aspects
of moving abroad: money and real estate. Much of that is suspect, at best, because it’s peddled by people
who want to sell you something.
Throughout this course, on the other hand, you’ll get access to the trusted asset-protection
resources, combined with something you won’t find anywhere else … a comprehensive guide to
planning for, moving, and living overseas. You’ll find that what you think may be common sense
isn’t always so common. You’ll learn the secrets that I know now … but wish I had known before I
moved.
As I know well, life is more than just wealth and a house. If you’re going to move your life —
not just your money — you’ll need more than financial and real estate advice. You’re going to need a
complete guide to the entire process of choosing, moving, and living abroad.
And, that’s exactly what I give you in this course.
are:

I’ve designed it for folks like you who have a variety of situations. You’ll find it indispensable if you
•

Looking for a “Plan B” by establishing residence and obtaining a second passport.

•

Near or at retirement, and hoping to live abroad all or part of the time.

•

Wanting to spend significant time outside the U.S. for any reason, including tax status.

•

Planning to invest in a business abroad and want to establish a residence nearby.

•

Looking for a refreshing change of lifestyle.

The Four Cornerstones
As I noted above, potential emigrants like you can get information about offshore real estate and
a bit about lifestyle on the web. What’s missing is a go-to source of reliable information and insider
insight on the actual process of moving abroad. That’s why I came up with this course.
When you migrate, you take a wide variety of things with you — some of which you may never
have considered. You need to think about them if you want to make a successful move. I’m sure many
of you are thinking about them already, but having an experienced expat guide you through the process
of answering them can be invaluable.
For example, a recent survey I conducted showed that the key concerns motivating potential
U.S. emigrants include wealth confiscation, excessive regulations, taxes, and bureaucracy, overbearing
government, and lack of confidence in the U.S. political system. The key concerns about moving and
living overseas included where to go, how to manage assets and finances, banking and property, health,
and reassuring family and friends about a move.
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That’s a pretty good list!
For simplicity, I’ve grouped these global essentials into Four Cornerstones. They’ll be the organizing
framework for this course.

The Four Cornerstones of Moving Abroad
Your Money & Wealth
The first cornerstone is your wealth. These are the resources that will sustain you overseas.
This course isn’t about offshore investment advice. That subject is better covered in Jeff Opdyke’s
The Sovereign Investor (http://thesovereigninvestor.com). Instead, I’m going to zero in on the
mechanics of using your financial resource and assets to sustain your life abroad.
A lot of those mechanics involve setting up and operating institutional relationships — and not just
about money. Everyone understands that moving to another country means interacting with another
government. But it also means dealing with new and strange financial institutions, credit-ratings
agencies, insurance companies, and health-care providers.
So I’ll be giving you inside tips and tricks on the tax, residence, and asset-protection implications of
various options for financing your life overseas.
I’ll give you critical tips and tricks on transferring and translating essential records into the formats
required by overseas institutions — especially those related to health, family law and insurance.
And just as important, I’ll help you ensure that your U.S.-based institutional relationships remain in
good order … something I didn’t always do.

Your Lifestyle
Now comes the all-important issue of lifestyle, the second cornerstone.
Your new home will have more than just sandy beaches, palm trees and lazy summer afternoons.
It will have people, who speak their own language and have their own customs, mores, and lifestyles.
So I’ll give you hard-earned advice on how to be comfortable among them, and on making them
comfortable with you.
I’ll help you think through the things you can live with — as well as those you can’t live without.
I’ll discuss the pros and cons of living in “colonies” of Americans or other foreigners, as opposed to
“going native.” And if you decide to immerse yourself in the local population, as I did, I’ll give you tips
and insights that can help you navigate the process successfully — and safely.
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Your Personal Relationships
Trust me; the third cornerstone is a biggie. Next to financial resources, the most important thing
you will need overseas is an agreed-upon family plan, with goals and conditions, so that everyone will
be happy. Having made several moves in my lifetime, I’m well placed to help you on that score.
I’ll help you get up to speed on the laws and procedures governing family relationships in your new
home: Marriage, communal property, divorce and so on.
I’ll show you how best to maintain links to relatives and friends in the U.S., once you’ve moved. Just
as important, I’ll help you work through ways to tell them about your plans — including your children
— and to address any fears they might have.

Your Home & Possessions
Finally, I’ll help you identify your wants, needs and priorities for accommodations overseas. Not
from an investment perspective only — also from the point of your personal happiness, security, and
comfort.
I’ll also give you advice on whether and how you can take your beloved sports car, furniture, family
pet(s), or collections with you.

It’s all About Compromise … and Using Your Head
By now, you’ll have guessed that making a physical move abroad will involve a lot of processes,
adaptations and, above all, compromise.
Yep, it’s true. No place on Earth is 100% perfect.
Countries with favorable tax laws may be
culturally difficult or operate different family
law systems. Countries with lovely climates
and favorable investment and residency
arrangements may give you poor levels of
service in retail banking, health care, or a
myriad of other day-to-day sectors.
So I’ve set myself the task of helping
you identify the “sweet spot” where your
preferences and tolerances for various aspects
of daily life are optimized against each other.

Wealth

Relationships

Property

Lifestyle

Now, you could do this by trial and error
… but by taking this course, you will benefit
from a lifetime’s worth of experience and
insight from me — someone who has already walked this path more than once.
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Your
Sovereign
Haven

What to Expect…
Throughout the lessons, I’ll help you with advice, insights, and step-by-step how-to guides …
•

To plan for wealth management as you transition to life abroad — knowing the optimal
arrangements to sustain your life overseas, as well as your assets back in the U.S., such as assetprotection trusts, real-estate LLCs and so on.

•

To think through the pros and cons of various potential homes abroad — understanding
ways to identify and balance all the factors that should be part of your decision to relocate
abroad, whether part-time or full-time.

•

To protect and provide for your health when living abroad — including step-by-step guides
to obtaining international health insurance.

•

To enhance your lifestyle in a new country, with a different history, society, culture, and
lifestyle — and ensure your personal safety.

•

To protect, maintain and cultivate family and social relationships — in your new home, as
well as back in the U.S.; and

•

To balance the demands and opportunities of living in “two places at once” — also in your
new home, and your home in the U.S.

But I need to get one thing straight upfront: I will give you all the tips, tricks and wisdom you will
need to start your life in a new home, but I can’t make decisions for you. I can’t tell you where or how
to live. That’s because although I may be an expert in international living, I’m not an expert on you.
Instead, my approach throughout this course will be to give you a logical, easy-to-use and proven
method that will help you make the best choices for you.
•

My method starts with goals: What do you and your family want to achieve by living abroad?

•

My method reveals priorities: What’s most important to you and your family, both across and
within the Four Cornerstones?

•

My method asks you to anticipate: Faced with such-and-such a scenario, what would you choose
to do?

In other words, I’m going to give you a solid, tested framework for ordering your own thinking. It’s
like the difference between giving you stock picks, and giving you a sure-fire stock-picking method.

What I Expect from YOU
It should be obvious that a course of this type, designed to teach and guide you through a method
to identify your own goals and priorities, will require investment from you — your time and effort.
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So for this course to work for you, I need your attention and commitment. Without it, I can’t fulfill
my promise to help you achieve a safe and satisfying life abroad.
So please … when you get an email from me, open it and read it.
I promise I won’t waste your time.
Most of these emails will be links to course lessons. Each web-based lesson will include valuable and
pertinent information you should know about moving and living overseas. I will also include real-life
examples on the topic at hand, as well as “to-do” lists to help you set your goals and priorities, and thus
to make concrete decisions that will produce a better life abroad.
Doing the tasks in each lesson is a small commitment on your behalf. But by keeping your side of
the bargain, I’ll be able to keep mine.

Finally … What Else You Can Expect from The Plan B Club
That You Can’t Get from Other Courses or Websites
In addition to the lessons, you’ll be getting an assortment of value-added materials, such as:
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•

Answers from yours truly to your “Questions for Ted”: Even someone of my vast experience
and expertise can’t anticipate all of your questions! So you’ll have an opportunity to ask me
course-related questions that I’ll address either by video or in writing and share with the Plan B
Club.

•

Your own Plan B Club community: As a member of the Plan B Club, you also can interact
with other Plan B Club members. Use the “Member Connect” community page, found on the
Plan B Club website, to post and answer each other’s questions or share any information you
feel others can benefit from knowing.

•

Course-related supplemental readings: Banyan Hill produces a wealth of material on topics
related to overseas living, including investments, finances, taxation, asset protection, passports,
and more. We have posted many of these materials within each lesson under the “Supplemental
Reading” tab on the Plan B Club website.

•

Checklists and step-by-step guides: To help put what you are learning into action, you are
provided specifics on how to begin planning and preparing a move overseas, covering topics
such as asset protection and wealth management, planning for health care, and choosing a
place to live. This will help ensure you are focused on the steps to take before you finalize your
decision to move overseas.

•

Profiles from the expat community sharing their experiences of life overseas: Nothing beats
the insights gleaned from first-hand experience. So in addition to access to me and my 25 years
of experience living abroad, you have access to videos or written advice shared from hardened
expats.

Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club

•

Access to the highly regarded Council of Experts: The highly qualified Council of Experts is
one of the most-cherished benefits of our members. Our global network of banks, investment
specialists, financial consultants, and legal professionals have proven themselves over many years,
and to thousands of Banyan Hill members, to be the best in the business.

•

A subscription to The Bauman Letter: Adding to the detailed materials I am providing you
in the Plan B Club, with your subscription to The Bauman Letter you will also be able to learn
about opportunities to protect your assets and privacy that most Americans are not even aware
exit.

Let our journey begin!
Mucha suerte … Meilleurs voeux … Alles Gute … Hodně zdaru … Beste wensen … Varmaste
lyckönskningar … Felicidades.
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INTRODUCTION:
WHERE SHOULD
YOU GO?

There are so many things to think about when moving abroad: finances, health care, property,
driver’s licenses, insurance, food — to name but a few.
But your first consideration is always: Where should you go?
The good news is that once you decide your destination of choice, most of the nitty-gritty
necessities of daily life are pretty much the same everywhere. But if you’re anything like me, these
important details that can make your new life abroad run with ease and pleasure are overlooked more
often than not.
And that’s usually where the problems begin.
With the good planning and the right advice, moving to your dream destination will be a breeze.
No matter where you end up or the size of your budget, the likelihood is that you will need to open a
local bank account, drive and probably purchase a car and register with a local doctor, at the very least.
This course is designed to start at the beginning and help you prepare. I also provide what I consider
to be your best possible options, even if you haven’t decided where you’d like to live yet and just want to
develop a blueprint for your Plan B.
There are dozens of idyllic and fascinating destinations from which you can choose — whether
you’re seeking an escape from America or simply satisfying your wanderlust for travel and adventure.
But for those still undecided about where to go, let me begin with a personal story …

A Yankee Goes to South Africa
I was raised on Maryland’s Eastern Shore — that riverine land across the Bay Bridge, where blue
crabs, waterfowl, and boats of all shapes and sizes provide the backdrop for a laid-back, rural lifestyle.
I loved that life, and still do. To this day, if I’m more than a few miles from navigable water that
connects to the ocean, I become nervous.
Proto-redneck that I was, however, I was also afflicted by the “vices” of intellectual curiosity and
wanderlust.
By my early 20s, as a college student in Baltimore, I was bored stiff and, frankly, terrified of staying
close to home for the rest of my life.
The world beckoned.
One day in 1984, an opportunity to visit Cape Town, South Africa fell into my lap. The
opportunity involved a girl. But looking back, it’s clear that South Africa was the dream destination for
me.

Introduction: Where Should You Go?
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I’d been reading books on its troubled but romantic history since middle school, when a teacher had
given me a copy of Alan Paton’s tear-jerker Cry, the Beloved Country. I also read Jock of the Bushveld, a
classic adventure yarn set in South Africa.
My parents visited South Africa in the mid-1970s. Their visit piqued my interest in Southern
African art, artifacts and folktales, which eventually became part of my childhood.
Also, in 1984, South Africa was dangerous, and that was just what I wanted from life.
I left for Cape Town in November 1984. Thinking I might want to stay for a while, I’d applied to
the University of Cape Town some months before, and was accepted. The exchange rate was so good
that I was able to pay for my first year’s tuition in cash and have money left over for room and board.
Little did I know, when my plane hit the tarmac in Cape Town, that I’d stay for 25 years, obtain
a graduate degree in Economics, carve out a successful career in urban development, marry a South
African, buy a house in a beachfront village, and even become a South African citizen.
And yet, South Africa was the first foreign country I’d ever visited.
Why did I stay? The same thing could happen to anyone anywhere.
Somehow, South Africa and I were good fit.

Turning a Holiday into a Home
I stayed for the same reason many of us remain living in the U.S. — even though we may yearn for
a change of scenery — inertia.
As years went by, living in Cape Town became less of an adventure, and more of … well … just
who and where I was. I never noticed when I became a Capetonian. College towns do that sometimes
— and it certainly helped that this is one of the most beautiful cities in the world.
But, in retrospect, there was much more to it. Inertia would’ve had no chance were it not for the
fact that South Africa and I were “made for each other.”
South Africa in the mid-1980s was wild and unpredictable — and I enjoyed uncertainty, exotic
locales, and new experiences.
I was deeply interested in history and politics, and was excited to be in a place that was making
history all around me.
I didn’t give a hoot about lifestyle issues and affectations. I wasn’t particularly attached to the things
the U.S. could offer but were absent in South Africa — for example, a reliable telephone system, or the
rule of law.
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I was relatively uninterested in making money or settling down. I was young and I valued
immediate experience over long-term considerations.
Then there was South Africa’s culture, warts and all. I confess to a bittersweet admiration for
Afrikaners and their rough-hewn sensibilities. Growing up in the Eastern Shore’s cornfields, pickup
trucks, boats and water fowling culture made me a bit of a redneck at heart. I enjoyed the gruff, nononsense style of many Afrikaners. Even if they were dead wrong about apartheid, I respected them
for being forthright about the things that mattered to them — above all, their attachment to the land
below and sky above.
Even more, I admired black South Africans, a resilient and proud people with one of the world’s
most ironic senses of humor. Ironically, perhaps, they shared much of their Afrikaner brethren when
it comes to earthiness and forthrightness. Their blend of indigenous vocal stylings, wry lyrics, and
American jazz rhythms also entranced the musician in me.
And I very much enjoyed seeing these two groups, pitted against each other by history, laughing
and joking together about the many things they shared — like love of a good braaivleis (BBQ), pap
(cornmeal porridge) and fine South African wine and brandy.
As it turned out, South Africa and I suited each other in ways I could never have predicted.

Your Values Matter
As my own experience shows, the question of where you’ll enjoy living abroad is really about your
values.
Not values in the moral (personal) or ethical (social) sense — although these are certainly important
— but rather in the sense of how you rank different things against each other. For example:
•

Do you value stimulating daily experience, as I did, or do you prefer to focus on your long-term
prospects?

•

Do you crave predictability and stability or the thrill of the unknown?

•

Must you absolutely have the little things that make you comfortable in life or can you make do
with whatever’s at hand?

•

Do you embrace new cultural experiences or are uncomfortable with too much difference?

In my experience, this is the critical issue — can I live there in the standard and style to which I’m
accustomed?
Warning: Don’t think casual touristic visits to a country will give you the insight needed to make
such an important decision. They don’t.
Consider the case of Frank and Carol.

Introduction: Where Should You Go?
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The retired couple had been spending a couple of weeks a year at a timeshare on a Caribbean island
for some years. They decided to sell their U.S. home and move there permanently.
Unfortunately, they never really had to go about the routines of “daily life” on the island — not
just food shopping, etc., but also getting a local telephone, acquiring an internet connection, finding
doctors, and so on.
Now that they weren’t living in a timeshare, decent bagels, decaf coffee, and a daily Wall Street
Journal were unattainable luxuries. And islanders weren’t so nice to them when they tried to make ends
meet using the same currency as everyone else, instead of Yankee Dollars.
After 18 months, they gave up and moved back to the U.S., settling at their daughter’s place in
frigid Michigan, because they’d sold their own home.
Some people suggest spending a minimum of three months living in a foreign country before making
a decision to locate there. Not as a tourist, but as a resident, in a rented house of flat. I certainly
recommend this — and I would choose the worst three months of the year, weather-wise, just to see if
you can take it.
But there’s one thing even more important that than that if you want to be better prepared before
you start out. After all, you’ll find that the key issues aren’t so much about the countries on your list —
they’re about you, and your life and lifestyle preferences.

A Balancing Act
Ultimately the choice of a destination overseas is about what leaves you fulfilled and happy — how
your values are reflected in your daily life.
No one thing in life — money, hobbies, culture, environment, friendships — constitutes the sum
total of your happiness. It’s a mix.
After all, most Americans choose to remain in this country, even though the IRS is intrusive and
confiscatory, our government is out of control, and Washington is paralyzed. We stay because we judge
that the cost of remaining is worth it, compared with the benefits of living here.
In the same way, choosing a new home is all about weighting and comparing different aspects of your
life, and identifying a place that’ll maximize your happiness.
It’s a balancing act. It comes down to how much of one thing you’re willing to give up in order to
obtain a certain amount of another.
This is where my focus on “trade-offs” comes into its own.
The problem is that so many people only think about the money stuff: their assets, wealth, and
financial prospects. But they should also consider the balance between their finances and the rest of
their life.
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After all, if I’d been fixated on the money stuff, I’d never have stayed in South Africa, and how
would my lovely wife and daughter feel about that?
The truth is that plenty of countries not on any tax-haven lists are home to lots of happy Americans.
Why do people move there if the “money stuff” isn’t perfect? The simple and honest answer is that it
works for them.
How will you know what works for you before you go, so you don’t end up like Frank and Carol?
You need a method.
Choosing a country in which to live is like any other investment choice. You balance risk against
reward. Some countries offer very high returns in terms of lifestyle, but at the cost of potential risks to
wealth. Others might protect your money, but bore you to tears, were you to become a resident. Others,
however, are like the proverbial bear’s porridge — “just right.”
If you’re seriously considering moving abroad, you’re already engaged in this process of balancing risk
and reward. You’re probably also finding that the risks of remaining full-time in the U.S. are too onerous
not to take action.

A Word About Goals
The single most important thing to do when planning a major life move is to be clear about what you
want to achieve by it.
Sometimes you can do something on a whim and get lucky, as I did in moving to South Africa —
but it’s just as easy to end up regretting the whole thing, like Frank and Carol.
Given that many of you are probably considering a move abroad because of what you dislike about
living in the U.S., it’s easy to overlook how important it is to set goals for your life abroad.
That’s precisely why I came up with the idea of the Four Cornerstones, and why this course is
structured around them. They will help you identify your goals and ensure you make the best possible
decisions about where and how you will live abroad.

Emigration as an Investment in Yourself
Choosing a country in which to live is like any other investment choice. You balance risk against
reward. Some countries offer very high returns in terms of lifestyle, but at the cost of potential risks to
wealth. Others might protect your money, but bore you to tears, were you to become a resident. Others,
however, are like the proverbial bear’s porridge — “just right.”
If you’re seriously considering moving abroad, you’re already engaged in this process of balancing
risk and reward. Let me give you a personal example of why it’s so useful to go about this task in an
organized and purposeful way.
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When you sit down with a financial adviser, one of the first things he or she will ask is how riskaverse you are. The adviser will then follow-up with a series of questions designed to arrive at the
optimum financial product for you.
I designed a similar process for people like you who may be thinking of moving abroad — An
“Offshore Peace of Mind Questionnaire” organized according to the Four Cornerstones I identified
earlier.
It asks a series of questions about your lifestyle values. Each question is styled “How important is X
…” and can be answered either “a lot,” “moderately,” or “not too much.” (I’ve deliberately kept it simple.)
The questions aren’t exhaustive, since the goal is to identify the ideal prospective countries for possible
relocation, which you can do by assessing a small number of key lifestyle value issues. The list of countries
isn’t exhaustive either, merely illustrative — I’ve singled out those that are popular with American expats.
As you go through the Offshore Peace of Mind Questionnaire, answer the questions quickly; don’t
think too much about them. The goal is to produce a snapshot of your “gut instincts.”

How important is …

A lot

Moderately

Not too
much

Total

If you score highly
in this area, some
countries you might
prefer include …

1. Wealth
1.1. Minimizing your overall
tax obligations, both in the
U.S. and abroad?

Bahamas
Bermuda
Cayman Islands
St. Kitts & Nevis
St. Vincent & The
Grenadines
Turks & Caicos
Islands
Uruguay
Singapore
Panama

1.2. Living in the same country
where you bank the bulk
of your financial assets?
1.3. Protecting your assets from
the reach of possible U.S.
litigation?
1.4. Being able to operate a
business abroad?
1.5. Access to international
financial systems?
Score
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=

How important is …

A lot

Not too
much

Moderately

Total

If you score highly
in this area, some
countries you might
prefer include …

2. Lifestyle
2.1. Access to specific lifestyle
comforts, such as food,
media (television,
internet), cultural assets
theatres, (museums), etc.?
2.2. Speaking a language you
already know, as opposed
to learning a new one?
2.3. Being in a society with
similar culture and morals?
2.4. A temperate or warm
climate?
2.5. Access to a world-class
health care system,
including specialists in
conditions from which
you may suffer?
Score

Bermuda
Cayman Islands
Costa Rica
Cyprus
Ecuador
Honduras
Mexico
Panama
Singapore
St. Kitts & Nevis
St. Vincent & The
Grenadines
Switzerland
The Netherlands
Turks & Caicos
Islands
Uruguay
+
+
3. Personal Relationships

=

3.1. Geographical proximity to
family members remaining
in the U.S.?

Belize
Bermuda
Cayman Islands
Costa Rica
Ecuador
Guatemala
Honduras
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama
St. Kitts & Nevis
St. Vincent & The
Grenadines
Turks & Caicos Islands
Uruguay

3.2. Educational, employment
or other opportunities for
family members moving
abroad?
3.3. An existing expat
community?
3.4. Living in a place where it’s
easy to make new friends?
3.5. A family law system (i.e.
divorce and inheritance
laws) compatible
with your current
arrangements?
Score

+

+

=
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How important is …

A lot

Moderately

Not too
much

Total

If you score highly
in this area, some
countries you might
prefer include …

4. Home and Possessions
4.1. Housing and living
arrangements similar
to that to which you’re
accustomed?
4.2. Being able to take
important personal
possessions, such as pets,
cars, boats, or other items
with you?

Bermuda
Cayman Islands
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Ireland
Israel
Mexico
Panama
Seychelles
Singapore
Slovakia
St. Kitts & Nevis
St. Vincent & The
Grenadines
Switzerland
The Netherlands
Turks & Caicos Islands
Uruguay

4.3. High-quality Internet,
telecommunications, and
postal service?
4.4. Reliable and efficient
personal services?
4.5. Firearm-friendly laws?
Score

+

+

=

Score each section separately. For every check mark under “a lot,” the score is 3; for “moderately,”
2; for “not too much,” 1. Add up each column and enter the total in the appropriate box of the “Score”
row. Add the totals of each column to obtain an overall score for that cornerstone. Now compare the
totals for each cornerstone:
Cornerstone

Score

Wealth
Lifestyle
Personal Relationships
Home and Possessions
If you score 11 or more for a specific cornerstone, it’s important that you aim to relocate to
countries that meet those needs. The higher your score, the more important that cornerstone is to you.
If your score is very high, you will probably want to rule out countries that don’t meet your needs for
that cornerstone.
However, a score of 10 or less means that you could potentially compromise on that cornerstone —
although your ability to do so drops the closer you get to 10.
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Looking for a Country
As I said earlier, your decision-making process is all about trade-offs, based on
your lifestyle values. Now that you have completed The Offshore Peace of Mind
Questionnaire, you can eliminate certain countries based on your preferences.
While this questionnaire isn’t a conclusive decision-making tool, it is a start.
You can also learn more details about the countries that might fit your
preferences with Bob Bauman’s The Passport Book.

As you’ll see in the checklist “Choosing a Country” (found on the Plan B Club website),
your basic blueprint for a successful move overseas is going to involve such steps as:
•

Selecting a short-list of potential countries.

•

Spending a week or so in each, with a local guide to show you around.

•

Narrowing down your list to two potential homes and spend a month in each.

•

Choosing one, and spending three months there in off-season

Next Steps
Deciding where (or whether!) to relocate abroad isn’t a science and it isn’t the same as a stock pick
— something with which an expert can provide you for a fee. Instead, choosing an overseas home is
more of an art.
I can teach you the process and guidelines, but not make the final decision for you. That’s up to
you, using the process I’ve begun to outline here.
Of course, the final choice of a home abroad will require significantly more than just top-level
matching of its characteristics and your proclivities. The method I’ve outlined in this introduction is a
fundamental process of elimination, not choice. It is intended to help you narrow the field, not pick the
winner.
Certainly, there’s more to consider before making your decision. And that’s why you can now move
on to Lesson One, which will dive you right in to the ins and outs of financial management of your life
overseas.

Introduction: Where Should You Go?
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LESSON ONE:
YOUR MONEY
ABROAD

The Four Cornerstones
There are four cornerstones to life
anywhere, including abroad: Wealth,
Lifestyle, Personal Relationships and Home.
As I mentioned in the introduction,
the key to a fulfilling and rewarding life —
anywhere — is hitting the right balance
among these four aspects.
After all, we work to live and to have the
wherewithal to enjoy life.

Wealth

Relationships

The first and most fundamental of the
Four Cornerstones is your wealth. Simply
put: your money and assets are the basis for
sustaining the other three Cornerstones.

Your
Sovereign
Haven

Property

Lifestyle

Key to the Money & Wealth Cornerstone is financial planning — in other words, where and how
you bank, how you move your cash, how and where you hold your assets, as well as other considerations
like insurance and taxes.
You’ve made your kitty, and your goal is to make the most of it: earn good returns on what you
have, pay low taxes, and spend money on the things you want, not what you’re forced to pay — high
taxes, high medical costs, and so on.
Now, most of us know how to manage our money and assets here in the U.S. We know the ropes.
And even if you don’t know them personally, you probably have a reliable accountant or financial
adviser who does.
As a result, most of us tend to overlook the mechanical issues of financial life abroad, and focus
instead on how to pay for it — both the process of moving, as well as your ongoing life in another
country.
Indeed, in a survey I conducted as part of my research for this course, the most important single
concern for nearly everyone who participated was the worry that their “assets and finances are tied too
heavily to the U.S.”
I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to let either cost or complexity stop you from a life overseas.
You don’t have to sell everything and close all your U.S. accounts to move abroad. You can leave as
much or as little as you like in the U.S., and draw on it as you need it.
And with today’s instant global communications via email, instant message, Skype, and so on, you
can manage your U.S.-based wealth just as you probably do now — from your desk at home.
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In this lesson, we’ll see how to go about it. But before we do, I want to address something that’s
become a significant issue since I first developed this course: The Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act
(FATCA).
I will describe FATCA in detail later in the course. It’s basically a U.S. law that forces foreign banks
to report on the account details of U.S. taxpayers. It has made many foreign bank very wary of dealing
with Americans. There are many horror stories circulating that make it seem as if you can just forget
about having a foreign bank account under any circumstances.
For now, I want to reassure you that FATCA shouldn’t stop you from obtain banking services
abroad. If you have a property or business in a foreign country, and especially if you live there, many
foreign banks are perfectly happy to open an account for you. Some countries even have branches of
U.S. banks like Citibank or Chase Bank.
As long as you have an active, ongoing involvement in a foreign country, you’ll be able to get
banking services.

PART 1: RETAIL BANKING
Let’s start with the basics: you’re going to need a bank account in your new home country.
Now, you may be familiar with
foreign investment accounts — the
kind that let you invest in foreign
stocks, bonds, currencies and so on.
These are typically so-called private
banking accounts in places like
Switzerland or Hong Kong. I’m not
talking about those. You wouldn’t
use an investment account to pay
your phone bill.
I’m focusing on a local retail
bank account to withdraw cash,
pay local bills and get a debit card
for groceries. If you’re going to be
moving physically overseas, you’re
going to want a retail bank account
— one that you would use to
transact every day.
From my experience in more
than 65 countries — including
some of the world’s poorest —
when all is said and done, everyday
foreign banking is not very different
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DID YOU KNOW?
The culture and traditions of retail banking
vary between different parts of the world. They
typically reflect long-term cultural norms and habits
surrounding money and credit.
Western and northern European banks, and banks
in countries that used to be colonies of those places,
are usually more formal and technically-oriented in
their interactions with clients. For example, opening
an account will usually involve automated database
searches and automated scoring to establish your bona
fides.
By contrast, banks in Mediterranean countries and
their ex-colonies, such as in Latin America, tend to
favor a more personal approach, asking for letters of
reference, testimonials, and meetings with bank officers
when opening an account.
These traditions aren’t mutually exclusive, but it’s
important to adjust your expectations based on some
foreknowledge of local banking practices.
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to banking in the U.S. You open an account, you get your ATM and credit cards and you use them in
most places for purchases.
The only major difference is that, unlike the U.S., most foreign countries have all but abandoned
the use of personal checks for everyday transactions.
When did you last open a retail bank account?
You may have opened your account while in college. And truth be told, many foreign banks are
going to look at you as if you’re a kid when you open an account with them. So it’s good to be prepared
for the questions they’re going to ask.
How does one choose a foreign bank sight unseen?
Well, if you take my advice and spend a few months trying out a foreign home before you take the
plunge — which you really should do — you might not have to. You can visit them yourself.
There are a few standard procedures you can use to assess a foreign bank from afar — something
you can do before you make your first trial visits:
TO-DO
•

Research established financial institutions in your prospective new country. This allows you
to get a sense of banking standards, and provides a frame of reference you can use to judge
individual banks and their services. How easy will it be to do business with these institutions or
service providers? Do they seem competent and trustworthy? Can they communicate with you
easily?

•

If you are able, you should consult with a reliable local in-country professional with whom you
have an established relationship. They are a valuable resource for banking advice and contacts.
You can refer to the “Council of Experts Rolodex” on Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club website for a
select list of professionals.

After you have assessed the banks in your foreign destination, there are also some basic, yet
important questions that you should be sure to ask them as part of your due diligence (more on due
diligence is covered below):
10 Questions to Ask Any Foreign Bank
1. What types of accounts are available to non-citizen clients? Checking, savings, credit cards? U.S.
Dollar accounts? Other currencies?
2. Are there any restrictions on U.S. citizen account holders?
3. Does the bank require the personal recommendation of a local professional to open an account?
4. What is the fees structure for the type of account you plan to open?
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5. Would your account be insured by law or otherwise against loss in the event of the bank’s
insolvency?
6. Is there any protection against fraudulent transactions or identity theft?
7. How do you transact business and with whom? Are telephone, fax, and/or email banking
instructions accepted?
8. Is Internet banking available and secure? If so, is this service available in English?
9. What taxes, if any, will be withheld from any investment or interest income?
10. Does the bank send clients a year-end statement showing any taxable interest paid?

Why It Matters to Have a USD Account
There’s a special trick you can use in many countries that can help you negotiate good terms with
local service providers and workers.
In countries with declining currencies and/or high inflation rates — two things that usually go
together — locals are often really keen to get their hands on U.S. dollars. So much so that they are often
willing to accept a slightly lower price than if you paid in local currency. This can be really handy when
paying tradesmen to do work on your house, taxi drivers, cleaning and gardening services, and so on.
Fortunately, many countries allow clients to keep bank accounts in U.S. dollars. Usually, these aren’t
transactional accounts, meaning you can’t make direct payments to third parties. Instead, you can go to
the foreign exchange desk to withdraw funds in actual U.S. dollars, which you can then use to negotiate
with local vendors.
So when you investigate foreign banks, be sure to ask about U.S. dollar accounts.

Local Bank vs. Multinational
If you value maximum privacy and strong protection from government, litigation, and lawyers,
you’ll want to avoid any foreign bank with established branches or subsidiaries within the United
States, its territories, possessions, or dependencies. That’s because American courts have been known
to threaten the shut-down or confiscation of accounts in U.S. branches or subsidiaries if their offshore
parent bank fails to comply with U.S. court orders. This may not be an issue for many of you, but if
you are a privacy and asset protection fan like many of us at Banyan Hill, it’s good to bear in mind.
On the other hand, if you’re less concerned about Uncle Sam, and you want ease and speed in
setting up and managing a foreign account, head for a U.S. branch of a foreign bank. You might
also choose a major American bank such as Citigroup or U.S. Bank, which have many offices and
subsidiaries overseas.
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A similar but more private approach is to obtain a Barclays, Visa, MasterCard, or other international
credit card from a foreign bank. While foreign bank cards are generally more expensive than their U.S.
equivalents — often charging a few cents per transaction — the bank can deduct your monthly charges
from your account balance.

Understanding Fees
The everyday costs of retail banking abroad can be on the high side compared to American banks.
Many of the smaller, lower-income countries that are attractive to American retirees have small banking
markets. That means their banks have to make a living from fewer clients, and earn interest from a
smaller deposit base. As a result, they charge higher fees to make ends meet.
For example, the monthly maintenance fees on my South African bank accounts are more than
twice those I pay in the U.S. And they charge for every little thing, including things that you may
be used to getting for free here. Most countries aren’t that expensive, but it’s always good to know
beforehand, to help you to minimize your foreign banking costs. For example:
TO-DO
•

Find out the per-transaction cost of ATM withdrawals. Some banks charge a hefty fee per
transaction, so it’s wise to make fewer, larger withdrawals.

•

Do the same for over-the-counter transactions. Part of the reason foreign banks are so clued
up on electronic banking technology is that it helps them to eliminate staff and cut labor costs.
For example, many banks charge you a fee to deposit a check or cash over the counter, but not
at an ATM.

•

Check on inter-account transfer fees. Many banks charge you to move money from one
account to another, so as with ATMs, you’ll want to plan ahead and aggregate transactions to
save money.

•

Make sure you are aware of any minimum balance requirements that trigger extra fees.

•

Never use your offshore account for payment of home country bills. Bank fees for
international check payments are costly and, what’s worse, this creates records that undermine
the advantages of financial privacy.

How to Open the Account
Except for the geography involved, opening a foreign bank account differs little from starting a U.S.
account. In other words, just like their American counterparts, foreign bankers generally want to see
you in person when your relationship begins … which means that you probably won’t be able to open
an account remotely.
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This personalized relationship should be reciprocal. Whenever and wherever you open an account,
immediately ask for and get to know your contact at the bank personally. That person should speak
your language and understand your situation. Always have a “back-up” contact at the bank who knows
who you are, in case your usual representative is unavailable.
The best way to open a foreign account is to go in person and ask to speak to the bank manager
personally. Even if the manager assigns you to an account representative, the act that he or she has met
you and is aware of your application is important.

Performing Due Diligence When
Opening a Foreign Account
You know you need to do due diligence on your foreign bank. But foreign banks are also required to
conduct due diligence on potential clients under “know your customer” rules. Ask the bank in advance
which documents you will need to open an account. Nonetheless, when you apply to open a foreign
bank account, you will be asked to provide some or all of the following:
•

A notarized copy of your passport. You may also be asked to provide a notarized copy of your
birth certificate or driver’s license. For information on how to obtain a notarized passport visit
http://www.immihelp.com/immigration/notarized-copy.html.

•

A bank reference letter on your
U.S. bank’s letterhead, or on a
form provided by the foreign bank.
Your domestic bank manager must
sign this, stating you are a reliable
customer. Most foreign banks prefer
that this reference come from a bank
with which you have had at least a
two-year relationship.

REMINDER
The one letter or standard form you’ll
need when you open a bank account is from
your U.S. bank stating your standing and
history as a customer. Most offshore banks
will use references from your existing bank in
deciding what facilities to give you.

•

A professional letter of reference
from a local doctor, lawyer, or
accountant in your new country of
residence. This can be difficult to
obtain if you’ve just arrived, so be
sure to make inquiries in the local
expat community, preferably before
you leave the U.S. Many countries
have local specialist consultants who
can make such introductions for you.

•

A recent utility bill or equivalent document which confirms the details of your address.

•

The required minimum deposit, which varies with each institution or type of account. The
minimum is usually $100 or less.
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In doing so, try not to tell your U.S. bank
what you want the letter for unless they insist
— as I’ll explain below, some U.S. banks may
insist that you close your accounts with them
if they think you’re moving abroad. Tell them
you need it to open an investment account at
another institution.
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How to Fund Your Foreign Account
Once your foreign bank account is up and running, you’ll need to fund it. Pay attention to any
minimum-balance requirements, so you don’t trigger unexpected bank fees and penalties.
The amounts you transfer to your foreign account and keep in the U.S., or elsewhere, should be
based on your cash-flow needs and your investment strategy.
The safest and quickest way of
transferring money from country to
country does NOT involve bringing
cash with you! In fact, that can cause
lots of problems if you don’t do some
research beforehand. The best way is to
use an international wire transfer for
the bulk of your funds, and local ATM
withdrawals for cash needed on arrival.
The key point to remember is
this — it’s much safer to open a bank
account before you move and transfer
funds to it than to globetrot with cash
in your suitcase. This is another reason
why my recommendation that you give
countries a “test drive” before moving is
so critical — you can open an account
during your visit.

EXAMPLE
A friend of mine once moved to Ireland for
several years. Anticipating the need to pay fund
her new local account so that she could pay rent
and bills, she brought $5,000 dollars in $100
bills.
When she got to Ireland, she discovered to
her dismay that local banks wouldn’t take $100
notes because of concerns about counterfeiting
— and pressure from the U.S. government to
crack down on money laundering. She was
stuck. She eventually opened the account by
withdrawing local currency from an ATM using
her US debit card. And then depositing the local
currency into the new account.

To avoid a mishap like hers, check with
Of course, you must take the costs
banks and other contacts to see what their policy
of international funds transfer into
is about dollar-denominated bills. You should
account when you do such planning.
be able to learn whether there are limits or other
One thing I can tell you is that it’s more
rules. If you can’t find anything, err on the side
expensive to send funds from a U.S.
of caution and bring fives, tens, and twenties.
bank via international wire transfer than
to use one of the many international
funds transfer services now available. For
example, Bank of America charges me $80 to send money to South Africa, whereas the online service I
now use — Xe.com (http://www.Xe.com) — charges $22.
Another advantage of online funds transfer services is that you can set them up to transfer funds
automatically — set it and forget it. Some U.S. banks may offer such a service as well, but probably at a
higher cost.
The catch is that most online funds transfer services set a limit on how much you can transfer in a
month, although it often increases the longer you’ve been a client. Depending on your estimated cash
flow, you may want to transfer large amounts infrequently via a conventional U.S. bank rather than
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more frequently via cheaper online services. Nevertheless, most good transfer services will set a higher
limit if you ask them nicely.
Of course, if you bank with an international institution such as Citibank or HSBC, you may be
able to initiate international transfers more easily, since they’re in effect “internal” to the bank. But you
will be giving up some privacy on the U.S. side, as I’ve noted above.

Borrowing Money
One of the differences between U.S. and foreign banks is the ease of obtaining credit. Although
things have tightened since the 2008 financial crash, U.S. banks usually have more available funds to
lend than smaller foreign banks. And of course, foreign banks are aware that some expats are not above
returning to their home country, leaving unpaid debts.
In most countries, the basic principles of lending are exactly the same as in the U.S., with
the exception that “relational” banking (http://financial-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/
Relational+Banking) tends to be the norm abroad. They want to get to know you rather than rely on a
computer algorithm. Loan applications are rarely based exclusively on ticking boxes on a form.
I know I spent a lot more time face-to-face with bankers in South Africa than I do in the U.S. In
fact, I never met the person who wrote the mortgage for our home in Atlanta!
The specifics of a loan application vary by bank, but like a U.S. bank, a foreign bank is going to
consider:
•

The purpose of the loan and how much you want to borrow.

•

How much you have saved or to which you have access. In this regard, they may consider funds
you have in accounts in your home country, but probably not.

•

Your income and expenses — to see if you can afford the repayments. There is no fixed rule.
However, I’ve found that in most countries, banks want to limit your payments on housing debt
— for example — to about 30% of your monthly income. This is exactly the same as in the
U.S. And with things like cars, the issue is loan-to-value ratio, also just like the U.S.

•

The availability of local collateral assets, such as a home or other fixed property in the country.
In many countries, expats need to put up a fairly large amount of equity — largely because of
a limited credit history in your new country of residence. If you want a mortgage, for example,
you may find the bank will lend only 50%-70%, and expect you to fund the rest.

Like any bank, foreign banks will want to assess whether you’re responsible and trustworthy.
Anticipate the need to appear grateful and be prepared to “sell yourself ” to secure a loan.
Many foreign banks will give preference to people who have banked with them for a while, and
have proven themselves trustworthy. That’s why establishing a banking relationship is so important.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Different countries have different legal systems based on the colonial history of the
country in question. Latin American countries, as well as ex-French and ex-British colonies,
have different legal “codes” with roots in the history of the ex-colonial power. My second
home, South Africa, uses “Roman-Dutch” law, which is less common, since the Netherlands
didn’t have many colonies. Sri Lanka and Indonesia are two others that do, as well.
Generally, these legal systems won’t have much impact on your everyday banking choices
and transactions, but they do come into play when you borrow money and/or acquire fixed
property. Bankruptcy, property titling and transfer, and asset protection rules are different in
each of these areas.
I’ll discuss property issues in Lesson 7, but if you do intend to borrow money and/or buy
property overseas, make sure you consult a U.S. and/ or local attorney who can explain the
implications of the local law for these matters.

Work hard to maintain it and develop
personal relationships with your
bank manager. It may seem odd to
Americans, but in most countries,
that’s the way they do business —
which is after all the way WE used to
do business years ago.
And don’t expect a fast decision.
Many overseas banks have heavily
bureaucratic processes and you may
find your request has to go through
several levels of authorization. I’ve had
to wait for up to a week to get loan
approvals in South Africa.

REMINDER
One thing that should be clear upfront is that if
you anticipate the need to borrow money overseas,
for a home or even for a car, the sooner you establish
a relationship with a foreign bank, the better.
Of course, one way to deal with this is to pay
cash for a car, or even for a home, if you can afford
it. Getting a sense of the requirements for obtaining
credit in your new home will help you decide how
much ready cash you need to take with you when
you first move abroad.

PART 2: KEEP YOUR
U.S. FINANCIAL PRESENCE
As I mentioned in the introduction, when I returned to the U.S. after 25 years in South Africa,
my U.S. credit score was zero. A goose egg. I couldn’t even buy a car without a cosignatory. The car
salesman called me a “ghost.”
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Indeed, American citizens who spend time living abroad may face some financial surprises when
they return home. Even if you manage your money well overseas, lack of U.S. financial activity can
leave you unable to obtain new credit cards or loans, or even to open a bank account, if you decide to
return to the U.S.
Keeping your credit profile in order while you live outside the U.S. does require a few extra steps,
but none of them are very challenging.

31

•

Don’t cancel U.S. credit card(s) and close bank account(s) unless absolutely necessary.
Whenever you close a healthy credit card account, you damage your credit score, and the more
you close at a single time, the more damage you do and the longer it takes to heal. If you do
decide to eliminate some of your credit cards before you leave, consider canceling them one by
one over time, rather than all at once. For those you retain, make sure to contact the company
to let them know you will be living abroad and where you are moving, otherwise your overseas
purchase may raise suspicions of identity theft.

•

Contact the three major U.S. credit bureaus (Equifax: http://www.equifax.com, Experian:
http://www.experian.com, and TransUnion: http://www.transunion.com) to let them
know you’ll be living abroad. They can put a note to this effect on your account, which will
automatically show up if someone applies for credit in your name, and may prevent identity theft.
You might also sign up with each of the credit bureaus for a service that will alert you every time
your credit report is requested, which will further help to provide an early warning for identity
theft. You should obtain your free annual credit report (https://www.annualcreditreport.com)
from at least one of the bureaus to check for fraud, since you may not be able to do so from
abroad.

•

Don’t ignore your U.S. credit cards or bank accounts for long periods. Having a credit card
that you never use isn’t much better than not having one. After a few months, banks are likely to
flag your account as “non-active.” Use your U.S. credit cards to pay bills in the U.S., or to buy
gifts online for friends and family back home. Keep your credit cards active. Crooks can order
your credit report on some pretext (such as vetting a potential tenant) and notice that you have
a card that hasn’t been used in months, they’ll guess that you’re probably not keeping an eye on
that account.

•

Keep a close watch on your U.S. bank accounts, to avoid overdrafts, bounced checks or other
credit-damaging mishaps.

•

Make sure you have an “official” address in the United States, even if it’s not your home.
Without one, it may be difficult to maintain your U.S. bank account and to re-establish credit
if you return. But be aware that a P.O. Box won’t work, as banks don’t trust them. Rather, use a
“mail-drop” private postal service that provides you a U.S. address and online access to scans of
your mail. Many United Parcel Service stores provide such services, and there are usually several
options in every major U.S. city.
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•

Another option is to ask a trusted friend or relative in the U.S. to receive your mail (although
this rarely works well for long periods).

•

Consider giving a power of attorney to someone back home. However, be very careful who
you choose for this responsibility. It should be someone you both trust implicitly and can rely
on to handle money the same way you would yourself.

•

Pay attention to your foreign credit score. Though few countries have as sophisticated a credit
system as the United States, there may be a credit bureau or its equivalent that can provide a
report at your request. If not, you may still be able to demonstrate your creditworthiness by
showing that you owned property and paid a mortgage (if you did) while you were overseas, or
by demonstrating that you regularly paid your rent and utilities.

PART 3: REPORTING YOUR NEW ACCOUNTS
The U.S. government is obsessed with keeping track of us. That love doesn’t diminish when we go
abroad, especially when it comes to our finances.
There are three things all U.S. “persons” — i.e., citizens and Green Card holders — are required
to report to the U.S. government every year. One is an annual tax return, as you’ll see in the in-depth
report I’ll send you on taxes. Before we conclude this lesson, let’s consider the other two, since both
relate directly to bank accounts.

Report of Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts
All U.S. “persons” with foreign financial accounts with an aggregate value that exceeds $10,000 at
any time during a calendar year must file annual Report of Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts with
the Treasury Department. For the purposes of FBAR, Foreign Financial Institutions (FFIs) include
banks, stock brokers, hedge funds, pension funds, and trusts.
FBAR was originally intended to help pursue organized criminals, drug dealers, money launderers,
and tax evaders. For more than 30 years, it was essentially dormant, and only a handful of cases were
prosecuted. Most Americans living overseas didn’t know about the law, and generally ignored it. I had
no idea it existed when I lived in South Africa.
There have been some changes to the FBAR for 2014. Starting this year, it must be filed online—
paper forms will no longer be accepted. The official name of the FBAR also changed, from Treasury
Form TD F 90-22.1 to FinCEN Form 114. The deadline for the electronic FBAR filing remains June
30 — no extensions are granted.

Lesson One: Your Money Abroad
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Filing an Electronic FBAR
1. Go to http://bsaefiling.fincen.treas.gov/main.html.
2. Click “File an Individual FBAR” on the left side of the page.

3. You will then be brought to the screen below, where you can download the PDF of the FBAR
(FinCen Form 114). This PDF allows you to type information into it and save the results.
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4. Carefully follow the instructions and complete the information required in the FinCen Form
114 PDF.
Be sure to save the document when you are finished. If you are unsure what information you
need to enter in a certain field, you can move the mouse cursor over that field, hold it for a
moment, and a box of text will pop up explaining what you need to enter. See the picture below
for an example.

5. Once everything is filled out correctly, go back to the first page and carefully follow the
instructions on how to digitally sign the document, save and validate it, and then finalize it for
submission.

REMINDER
Remember that you only need to file if the aggregate value if your foreign accounts exceeds
$10,000 at any time during a calendar year. For many expats, especially retirees whose funds are
mainly in the U.S. and transferred as needed, you may never cross the reporting threshold!
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6. When you’re ready to submit the form, go back to the page from Step 3 and click the link to
“File the Individual FBAR (FinCEN Form 114).” This will take you to the submission page,
where you’ll need to enter some contact information and then upload the finalized FinCEN
Form 114 PDF. After you have submitted it, the process is complete.
The consequences for not properly complying with FBAR filing requirements can be severe.
My advice is simple: file your FBAR. It beats paying a penalty. But do seek the assistance of a tax
professional if you have any doubts.

The Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act (FATCA)
The Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act, better known as FATCA, was passed in 2010. Starting
in 2014, foreign financial institutions are required to report information about accounts owned by U.S.
“persons” to the IRS. FFIs that don’t become compliant will be subject to a 30% withholding on these
investments.
Ouch.
FATCA also requires U.S. persons who are bona fide residents of a foreign country and who have
foreign financial assets in excess of $200,000 (for single filers) and $400,000 (for joint filers) to report
those assets on a new Form 8938 (https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f8938.pdf ), to be filed with the
1040 tax return.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
For a detailed discussion of FATCA, see Bob Bauman’s Offshore Confidential “The ABCs
of New FATCA Regulations” (http://banyanhill.com/reports/current/BOC/Offshore_
Confidential_January_2012.pdf ).
For a point-by-point comparison of FBAR and FATCA reporting, visit the irs.gov website
(https://www.irs.gov/Businesses/Comparison-of-Form-8938-and-FBAR-Requirements).
To learn more about FATCA and how it might affect you, you can click on the IRS website
(https://www.irs.gov/Businesses/Corporations/Foreign-Account-Tax-Compliance-Act-FATCA)
or speak to your tax adviser for more information.

There have been plenty of scare stories about FATCA. Many Americans residing overseas are
reporting banking lock-out. Some foreign financial institutions have simply chosen to eliminate
their U.S. clients to minimize their FATCA reporting requirements, withholding fees, and potential
penalties.
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The world’s banks and foreign governments are putting a lot of pressure on the U.S. government to
ease some FATCA requirements. And as foreign banks implement FATCA, over the years it will become
easier to cope with, as the costs of compliance can be spread out over larger numbers of U.S. clients.

SUMMARY
This concludes the first installment of Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club. We’ve covered:
•

Choosing a foreign retail bank, opening an account, and transacting with it.

•

Keeping your U.S. finances in order while you live abroad.

•

Reporting on your foreign banking and insurance accounts.

This stuff looks complicated, but it really isn’t. When it comes to banking and related matters, there
are really only a few simple things you need to do to realize your dream of living overseas. It may take
some time, but it can be accomplished.
And there’s no reason to wait until you move — if you know where you plan to live, you can start
right now.
The topics for the next lesson are social security, estate planning and life insurance, and taxation. It’s
absolutely essential that you read and digest it before you plan a move overseas. It will save you money
and heartache.

Lesson One: Your Money Abroad
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LESSON TWO:
RETIREMENT PLANNING
ABROAD

The U.S. government just loves to stay close to its citizens. That’s particularly true of the big
federal programs that affect everyone, like Social Security (http://www.ssa.gov) and income tax
(http://www.irs.gov). When you go abroad, Uncle Sam will expect you to stay in touch with him
about these matters, just as if you were at home.
And, of course, you’ll have your own interests to look after both at home and abroad — like
managing your personal estate and your life insurance.
The good news is that there isn’t anything to worry about. Managing relations with the United
States, and managing your estate, are not all that different when you live abroad. You can get your
Social Security overseas, and your taxes won’t really change much — except that in some circumstances
you might be able to avoid paying U.S. tax altogether!
In Lesson Two, I’ll provide you with the essentials you’ll need to live securely and legally anywhere
in the world.

PART 1: SOCIAL SECURITY FOR EXPATS
Every American who spends his or her working life in the U.S. — or even a part of it, like me — is
eligible to claim Social Security benefits. It’s your right under the Social Security Act of 1935. That right
extends to your dependents and survivors, too.
And with a few exceptions — North Korea, Cuba, and a few other renegade countries (visit
here: http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10137.pdf and turn to pg. 12 of “Your Payments While You
are Outside the United States”) — it doesn’t matter where you live. You can get your Social Security
payments delivered to you in a variety of ways, every month, anywhere in the world.

Social Security or Pension?
The first issue to consider isn’t actually about moving overseas at all — it’s about money
management (remember, this is part of the first Cornerstone). As a general rule, people should, and do,
draw on their private pensions and savings before they draw on Social Security. That way they can defer
drawing on their monthly Social Security benefits, and therefore make them larger per month.
When transferring larger sums of money (i.e. more than $10,000), a wire transfer is best. For
smaller, more regular transfers, you can use a web-based funds transfer service, such as those I
mentioned in Lesson One.
Those principles apply to transfers of retirement savings, too. This means that you can have your
corporate pension, 401(k) or other retirement benefits paid into a U.S. bank account and draw from
them anywhere in the world. And if the institution managing your pension allows it, you could have
those funds transferred directly to a foreign account.
Receiving Social Security benefits abroad, as explained in the following sections, are a piece of cake
and require no transfer of funds.
Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad
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Making Sure You Can Get Your
Social Security Benefits Abroad
When it’s time to draw on your Social Security benefits, the process of activating them is the same
no matter where you are. Activation is easiest online (see http://www.ssa.gov/planners/about.htm). But
first, it’s wise to think about how living overseas will impact your Social Security benefits.
When you live outside the United States, the Social Security benefits you receive depend on your
citizenship status.
•

If you’re a U.S. Citizen, you remain eligible for Social Security payments almost everywhere,
with the exception of a few countries.

•

U.S. Citizens who have a second citizenship and who live outside the U.S. are also eligible
for Social Security payments, although there are some exceptions (turn to pages 6 and 7 in
http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10137.pdf ).

•

U.S. Permanent Residents (Green Card holders) lose Social Security payments after living
abroad for six months, unless they are a citizen of one of the countries that has a Social Security
Agreement with the U.S., most of which are in Europe (turn to pages 10 and 11 in
http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10137.pdf ).

There are two other important things to take note of:
•

First, Social Security survivor benefits are only available to non-citizen spouses of U.S. Citizens
if they lived in the U.S. with their spouse for five years. Therefore, marriages that occur after you
move overseas permanently do not count.

•

Second, Social Security disability benefits are cut off if you are outside the United States for
more than 30 consecutive days. That applies both to the main recipient and any dependents
who are getting benefits on their behalf.

The details of Social Security eligibility abroad are covered in an easy-to-understand pamphlet
available at http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10137.pdf.

Getting Your Social Security Abroad
If you are a U.S. citizen, there is generally no problem receiving Social Security payments while living
outside the United States. So, once you’ve activated your benefits, how do you get them? It’s pretty easy.

Easy Electronic Payments
Your Social Security benefits can be paid directly to your foreign bank account in the same way as if
you were living in the U.S. Those countries where electronic direct deposit payments are available are
listed on the official Social Security website (https://www.socialsecurity.gov/international/countrylist6.
htm). And you can find details for how to set this up at https://faq.ssa.gov/link/portal/34011/34019/
ArticleFolder/480/Direct-Deposit.
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Indeed, most foreign banks are happy to have U.S. dollar transmissions deposited directly into your
account, because most countries’ central banks like having U.S. dollars in the national banking system.
So most foreign banks won’t charge you any conversion fees.
If a bank does try to impose a conversion fee, do negotiate to have them waived or reduced. If you’re
a regular customer, who has been transferring your private pension into your foreign bank account for a
while, this should be easy to do.
Of course, the currency exchange rate at which your Social Security payments are converted
depends on the bank’s own rates. So consider opening a dollar-denominated account at the foreign
bank, as I explained in Lesson One. That way, your Social Security payments remain in dollars until you
decide to convert them.

Using a Social Security Debit Card
You also can use the “Direct Express” debit card to access your Social Security benefits. The Social
Security Administration deposits your benefit payment directly into a special debit card account.
You can use the card to make purchases, pay bills or get cash at most ATM locations, including those
abroad. For details, visit https://www.usdirectexpress.com.

The Old Fashioned Way — Checks
As someone who occasionally got a check from my Grandma on my birthday or during the
Christmas season while I was living in South Africa, I can tell you — don’t bother using this type of
payment for Social Security benefits unless you absolutely have to. It invariably takes longer to deliver
checks outside the United States, and most foreign banks will take weeks to credit the funds into your
account, and charge hefty fees to boot.
If you must receive Social Security via check, consider having it sent to a U.S. address, where
someone with authority can deposit it in to your account. You can then transfer the funds to your
foreign account electronically.

Taxes on Social Security
Taxation on Social Security benefits paid abroad is exactly the same as it would be in the U.S.
Up to half of your Social Security benefits is considered taxable income (http://www.irs.gov/pub/
irs-pdf/p915.pdf ) if the sum of your adjusted gross income (http://money.cnn.com/tmp/networth2.
html), nontaxable interest (https://www.irs.gov/Individuals/International-Taxpayers/Certain-Types-ofNontaxable-Interest-Income), and half of your Social Security benefits exceeds an annual base amount.
The base amount is currently $25,000 for an individual, and $32,000 for a couple filing jointly. This
base amount is not adjusted for inflation and will remain the same until Congress changes it.
The only thing to note is Social Security benefits received by non-resident alien spouses of U.S.
citizens are subject to U.S. income tax withholding of 30% to 85% the benefit amount, which is the
equivalent to a 25.5% tax on the full benefit. This withholding tax doesn’t apply to residents of Canada,
Egypt, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Romania, the U.K. or India. For residents of Switzerland,
the withholding is reduced to 15%.
Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
TAKE NOTE # 1: THE WINDFALL ELIMINATION PROVISION
The “Windfall Elimination Provision” (WEP) (http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10045.pdf )
of the Social Security Act stipulates that almost everyone who has a pension derived from
employment not covered by Social Security — such as foreign employment or employment by a
federal, state or local government agency — will lose $50 of Social Security for every $100 they
get from such a pension. However, the Social Security Administration guarantees that they will
not reduce your benefit by more than 50%.
Of course, as always, when it comes to U.S. tax issues, there are exceptions and variations.
The most important is this: if your foreign pension is paid under the terms of a “totalization
agreement” between the foreign country and the U.S., your pension will NOT be reduced
because of a WEP application. The list of such agreements can be found at
http://www.ssa.gov/international/agreements_overview.html.

TAKE NOTE # 2: THE EARNINGS LIMITS TEST
If you are younger than the full Social Security retirement age of 67 (http://www.ssa.gov/
pubs/ageincrease.htm), living abroad, and “hold yourself out to the public as available to work”
in excess of 45 hours a month, your Social Security benefits are withheld entirely. This includes
both employment and running your own business.
It doesn’t matter how much you earn, or how many hours you actually work. For Social
Security purposes, you are considered to be “working” on any day you have an “agreement to
work” even if you don’t actually do so due to sickness, vacation, etc., or if you are the owner
or part owner of a business — even if you don’t actually work in the business or receive any
income from it.

PART 2: LIFE INSURANCE
AND ESTATE PLANNING
Ensuring a Happy Future Abroad
As I’ve stressed repeatedly, when it comes to the “big” things in life — your lifestyle choices, daily
routines, and so on — living abroad is not very different from living in the U.S. The same is true of the
prudential steps we all take to protect ourselves, our loved ones and our estates. In this section, I’ll talk
about the two big ones — life insurance and estate planning.
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How Much Life Insurance Do You Need?
Life insurance is an investment in your future and those of your loved ones. Life insurance works
basically the same way everywhere in the world. The only differences between what you’re probably
already used to and what happens overseas are (a) how much life insurance you need and (b) the best
place to buy it.
In deciding how much life insurance you need, the recommended approach is what’s called a
“capital needs analysis.” This means coming up with a figure of what your survivors would need in the
short and long-term after you’re gone. The two key questions in a capital needs analysis are:
1. How much would your survivors need for various purposes if you were to die today?
2. When would the income be needed for each purpose?
In answering these questions, capital needs analysis usually considers the following:
•

Estate settlement fund: Estate taxes, debts, and funeral expenses.

•

Readjustment period income: An adjustment period for your family, during which time they
may need to focus on rearranging the household, dispose of assets, and take care of legal issues.

•

Spouse retirement top-up: Income needed to support your spouse’s retirement above and
beyond any personal pension or Social Security benefits for which they are eligible.

•

Mortgage redemption: Funds needed to pay off a mortgage and any other long-term debts.

•

Special needs funding: For example, liquidating a business interest, setting up a trust for
children or making charitable donations.

•

Emergency funds: An extra expense fund for unanticipated emergencies equal to three to six
months of family expenses.

The figure you come up with based on these considerations is the minimum for which you should
be insured. Clearly, the answers to those questions will change if you move abroad, as will the specifics
of your life insurance policy needs. For example, “special needs funding” might include repatriation
for your family and possessions. On the other hand, if your spouse would continue living abroad, your
retirement income requirements might be less than they would be in the U.S.
If you already have life insurance, and have done a proper capital needs analysis, then all you have
to do is recalculate your capital needs in each category mentioned above based on the assumption that
you’ll be living abroad. Here’s a handy worksheet to help you get started:
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Item
Estate
settlement
fund

Readjustment
period
Spouse retirement top-up

Current
Provision
$100,000

$50,000

Overseas
Note
Provision
$100,000 Assuming your estate is mainly located in the U.S.,
the costs of wrapping it up should be about the same.
And most international life insurance policies include
a provision for repatriation of your remains, so there
shouldn’t be an additional amount for that.
$75,000

Your spouse or other family members may need to travel
back and forth to the U.S. several times during the
adjustment period.

$1,000,000 $500,000 Assuming you are living in a lower-cost environment, your
spouse can continue to enjoy a lower cost of living.

Mortgage
redemption

$100,000

N/A

Special needs
funding

$50,000

$75,000

Again, the need for travel to and from the U.S. may be
involved.

Emergency
funds

$25,000

$15,000

Also due to the lower cost of living abroad.

TOTAL

Most folks buy a property outright or rent rather than
purchase with a mortgage as in the U.S., since there is no
tax benefit to doing so.

$1,325,000 $765,000

Obviously, the specifics of your capital needs analysis will depend on your circumstances, but the
logic I’ve applied in this worksheet will get you pretty close to an ideal figure.

Getting and Staying Insured
When you move abroad, keeping your current
U.S. life insurance policy may be an option,
especially if you are already a global traveler. For
most folks, however, the adjustments to your risk
profile from living overseas mean you’ll need to
negotiate changes to your existing policy, or even
take out a new or supplementary policy. There are
three steps to take:

REMINDER
To access our rolodex of professional
contacts, visit Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club
website at http://www.myplanbclub.com.

TO-DO
1. Approach your existing insurer to find out what would change — both in terms of overages and
premiums — if you were to move overseas.
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2. Based on the results of the first step, decide whether it is more cost effective to pay any
additional premium to your current insurer, or to take a supplementary policy. That process will
take you into the third step, which is …
3. Compare insurance rates for both a supplementary domestic policy in your new country of
residence, and for “global” or “portable” insurance.
Many people find perfectly adequate supplementary or replacement insurance in their new country.
Many folks, however, decide to take out policies from firms specializing in international expatriate
markets, often based in Switzerland. Such firms write insurance policies on an individualized basis.
Indeed, they’re really “brokers” rather than insurers and operate by matching insurers with clients on
a bespoke basis. One of the great advantages of these firms is that the policies they broker are usually
portable everywhere — in other words, they apply wherever you are — even in the U.S. Of course, you
may be charged premiums if you move from one place to another, but you are less likely to be refused
coverage once you have a policy with them.			

EXAMPLE
Bill and Andrea are moving to Costa Rica, to a home they bought in a small village on the
Pacific Coast. They are taking with them a variety of collections, including valuable artwork
and books. They plan to take security precautions, but their U.S. insurer won’t extend coverage
outside the U.S., and Costa Rican insurers tend to overcharge, because they aren’t living in a
gated community.
Before they left the U.S., Bill and Andrea contacted a specialist broker called Swiss
Insurance Partners (http://www.swissinsurancepartners.com). SIP was able to help them put
together a package of insurance policies covering life, property and health, including their
collections. The policy took effect in the U.S. and covered transport to Costa Rica for an
additional premium.
SIP contracted an independent Costa Rican appraiser to visit their home and used his
report as the basis for adjustments to their property policy once they moved to Costa Rica itself.
In investigating such customized policies, some important questions to ask are:
•

Is the policy truly portable? Will it remain valid if you move from country to country or
does it need to be adjusted each time?

•

Do your survivors need to return home to claim the life insurance benefits or will they
receive the money abroad?

•

In which currency are the premiums and benefits paid?
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Protecting Your Estate
Your “estate” is what you leave behind
when you leave the land of the living. Estate
planning is the process of protecting and
arranging for the disposal of your estate during
while you’re still around. It involves two basic
elements: (a) Maximizing the value of the
estate you leave behind by minimizing taxes
and other expenses; and (b) creating and
providing for the administration of your will.
Now, when it comes to asset protection,
I’m not going to repeat here all the great tips,
tricks, and downright great advice you can
get from other Banyan Hill publications, such
as Bob Bauman’s Where to Stash Your Cash.
The principles of asset protection he sets out
there already assume that you’re prepared
to operate anywhere in the world. For that
reason, that excellent book, which you get
as part of this course, is your go-to resource
for setting up trusts, family foundations, and
other instruments to protect your assets and
minimize taxation of your estate.

REMINDER
There is one caveat, though — it
is important to consult a tax and asset
attorney before you move abroad to discuss
any implications for your existing estate
arrangements. You’ll need to think about
the additional assets you’ll acquire overseas,
as well as any impact on your current asset
protection strategies arising from residence
abroad. Your attorney should also be able to
make contact with counterparts in your new
country of residence to enlist their assistance.
Banyan Hill can also put you in touch with
excellent globally oriented law firms in the
U.S. that specialize in these matters. Refer to
the Rolodex of International Expertise on the
Plan B Club website homepage.

Wills
The most complicated part of estate planning for expats is the proverbial “Last Will and Testament.”
This is the document that governs how your estate will be managed and divided up among your heirs
when you’re gone (you can contact your lawyer or find forms online to have one drafted). Like any legal
document, it is quite dependent on the jurisdiction where it was created and registered. So when you
move abroad, you must revisit your will.
There are two schools of thought when it comes to wills for expats. The first calls for a single will for
all your assets. The second favors multiple wills for significant assets located in different countries (“situs
wills”).
There is no clear-cut answer. However, the best starting point is to consult with an attorney to
understand how the laws of the jurisdiction where your will was created and is registered — almost
always a U.S. state — will affect its applicability abroad. From there, you can decide how to approach
the single vs. multiple will question. Many people assume that having a will drafted in each jurisdiction
where they have assets — your U.S. home state and your new country of residence — will take care of
any problems. It’s a good idea, but the wills must be carefully drafted and coordinated.
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Otherwise, the most recent will may ultimately revoke the other. For this reason, if you opt for
two wills, it is critical that the two attorneys — one from each jurisdiction — work together and
simultaneously to coordinate them and ensure that they include complementary language.
It’s possible to avoid this problem by drafting a supplemental will covering only your property
owned in a foreign jurisdiction — a foreign “codicil” to your domestic will. You need to be careful with
this as well, however, to avoid revocation of any portion of the original will. Your original will should
include a section referencing the supplemental will, and vice versa, so as to avoid any confusion.
Of course, if you purchase property after the execution of a will, that property will be considered
“intestate,” and the laws of the jurisdiction where it is located will apply.
It’s important to keep your will updated and for your attorney to be familiar with intestacy laws
where you’re going to be living.

Where’s “Home” in the States?
The U.S. does NOT have a federal law governing wills. American wills are governed by the laws
of each state. To have a valid will under the state law, there must be some type of connection (or “legal
nexus”) with the state. This is generally easy to accomplish — you are a resident of the state where your
will is registered. But Americans living abroad are often no longer “residents” of the state they left when
they moved overseas. How can you maintain the required “nexus” to keep your will valid?
This can easily be achieved by owning property in that state — by purchasing shares of stock in a
corporation incorporated in that state, opening a bank account in that state or owning real estate there.

Other Issues to Consider
Many people assume that all systems of inheritance law are broadly the same. Wrong! There are
some big differences between different parts of the world.
In many jurisdictions — especially continental Europe and Latin America — wills are less
important because in those legal systems, most of an estate is automatically assigned to certain family
members by statute.
Countries such as France, Germany, Italy and Spain follow the rules of “forced heirship,” meaning
that all or a portion of your estate must go to a blood relative instead of, or in addition, to a spouse
— and this can’t be avoided by stating a different disposition in your will. This can have a significant
impact on how you purchase a home abroad (individually or jointly), and on how your estate is taxed
by your foreign home and the U.S. Again, speak to your attorney!
In addition to inheritance systems, there are other issues to consider when it comes to wills abroad:
•

Foreign Recognition of U.S. Wills: Many foreign jurisdictions recognize wills drafted in the
United States. Generally speaking, for a U.S. will to be valid in a foreign country, it must be
formally valid under the laws of that country. That means that if any part of your U.S. will would
not be legal in your new home country, you and your attorney need to take that into account.
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•

U.S. Executors in Foreign Courts: Many foreign courts will not accept an executor named
in a U.S. will. This will delay foreign probate and likely result in additional legal fees. A
probate alternative such as a trust or other entity may be a way around this problem. A related
complication is the ability to pay debts, particularly tax obligations in multiple jurisdictions.

•

Revocable Trusts: Many U.S. wills use “pour-over” provisions disposing assets to a revocable
trust. The problem is that in many European and Latin American countries trusts are not
recognized and this could present difficulties resulting in delays and additional costs.

•

Translations: If a will drafted in one jurisdiction is to have application in another jurisdiction,
a translation will be required. This can be especially tricky. Most courts will require a “certified
copy” of a translated will. Often legal terms are unique to a particular language and do not lend
themselves to accurate translation. Some advanced planning is a good idea.

Taxation of Your Estate
When a citizen of the United States
EXAMPLE
dies and owns property in a foreign
country, the property in the foreign
Let’s say that I am currently “domiciled” in
country will be subject to U.S. estate
the United States for tax purposes (see below).
tax. But some foreign countries also levy
But, I own a home in Cape Town, South
estate tax. As with taxation more generally
Africa. If I were to pass away here, my South
(see the next section), this is dealt with
African home would be subject to U.S. and
by tax treaties. The United States has
South African estate tax. But since the U.S. and
estate tax treaties in place with Australia,
South Africa have an estate tax treaty, the IRS
Austria, Denmark, Finland, France,
would give my U.S. estate a credit equal to the
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Japan,
tax my South African estate would have to pay
the Netherlands, Norway, South Africa,
to the South African Receiver of Revenue.
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.
These treaties allow the country where the
property is located to tax the estate if that
is the country where you “permanently” lived. When that country taxes your foreign estate, it then
provides a credit to the estate to cover your U.S. estate tax.

PART 3: TAXES FOR EXPATS:
A SIMPLE PRIMER
Uncle Sam Wants YOU
Here’s something many people don’t know: the U.S. tax system doesn’t end at the county’s borders.
We Americans are taxed on our global income, no matter where we earn it or where we live. This is
known as a worldwide tax system. Under a territorial tax system, by contrast, a country only taxes the
income earned within its borders. Most other countries have a territorial system.
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Because of the U.S.’s worldwide tax system, almost all Americans living abroad must file a 1040
return (https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f1040.pdf ). You’re probably wondering how this will work
when you’re living overseas. But have no fear. In this lesson, I’ve put together a solid introduction to
tax issues for expatriates. There is also a handy “rolodex” of international experts for finding tax support
abroad, which can find on the Plan B Club website homepage.
Above all, here is the main thing you need
to know: when it comes to U.S. taxes, there is no
essential difference between living in the U.S. and
living abroad.

REMINDER
Much of what I cover below is
available on the IRS “Tax Guide for U.S.
Citizens and Resident Aliens Abroad”
website https://www.irs.gov/publications/
p54/index.html. I’ve summarized the
important points and streamlined the
information a bit so you can focus on
what’s most relevant to you.

You still have to report your income, file your
return, and pay your taxes. The only significant
difference arises when you live in a country that
also taxes your income. In that case, you will pay
taxes to your country of residence, but get a credit
on your U.S. taxes up to the amount of your U.S.
tax obligation. If your foreign taxes are less than
your U.S. taxes, you’ll pay the difference to the IRS. If they are more than your U.S. taxes, you’ll just
pay the foreign taxes and file a U.S. return with a full credit for your U.S. taxes.
Most Americans who have retired abroad fall into one of two categories, so I’m going to focus
mainly on them:

1. People who live abroad on income from U.S. dividends, interest, capital gains, alimony, Social
Security benefits, pensions, or annuities.
2. People who live abroad on income from a mix of foreign and U.S. dividends, interest, capital
gains, alimony, Social Security benefits, pensions, or annuities.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Let me address something many of you have probably heard before. This is the idea that
you can live overseas and “pay no U.S. taxes.” And it’s true: under certain circumstances, you
can live abroad and pay no U.S. tax — after all, I did this for more than 25 years.
But here’s the thing: this only applies to people who are living permanently abroad, with no
U.S. home, and who are actively working abroad. You have to be earning a living from a salary
or from running a business — investment or retirement income doesn’t count. This “Foreign
Earned Income Exclusion” (FEIE) (http://www.irs.gov/Individuals/International-Taxpayers/
Foreign-Earned-Income-Exclusion) allows a household to earn up to a certain amount from
overseas work, report it to the IRS, but pay no U.S. tax on it. In 2013, this exclusion was
$97,600 per qualifying person. Married couples both working and living abroad can exclude as
much as $195,200 for the 2013 tax year.
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Of course, if you do work or run a business when you move permanently abroad, you
can benefit from the FEIE. As long as you no longer have a U.S. home and don’t spend
much time here, you don’t have to pay U.S. taxes on any current income you earn overseas.
But for the vast majority of us, who will be living abroad on savings, pension, and Social
Security — and keeping a U.S. home and visit regularly — the FEIE won’t apply.

“Unearned Income” — A Silly Name
for Your Retirement Kitty
Most of you are probably planning to move abroad to enjoy your retirement, which you’ll finance
via investments, pensions, and Social Security — which can be accessed easily abroad, as I showed
earlier in this lesson.
In other words, you’ll be living on “unearned income.” This is a rather unfortunate official term for
dividends, interest, capital gains, alimony, pensions, annuities, and Social Security benefits. It’s called
that because you actually earned this income years ago, but deferred using it until you retired. On the
other hand, income you earn from a job or business is called “earned income.”
As I showed in the section on banking in Lesson One, in most cases, you can receive “unearned”
income from a variety of sources around the world and have that income deposited into a bank account
in almost any country. So let’s review some key aspects of using investment and retirement income to
fund your life abroad.

Who Taxes “Unearned Income”?
The typical U.S. retiree abroad will receive a variety of “unearned” income, including Social
Security, a corporate pension, a private pension, annuities, and dividends on investments. In most cases,
this income will be taxed exactly as it is if you lived in the U.S. Let me give you two easy examples so
you can see where you fit in.
1. Any U.S.-based investment income you receive abroad will be taxed by the U.S. just as if you
were living here, at U.S. rates.
For example, if you live in Mexico on the proceeds of U.S. investments and Social Security,
you’ll report, file, and pay tax on that income just as if you were living in the U.S. itself.
2. Any foreign-sourced investment income you receive will be taxed according to the laws of
the country where the investment resides, at their tax rates. However, in most cases that foreign
tax can be taken as a credit on your U.S. taxes, thanks to what are known as “tax treaties”
between the U.S. and foreign countries, which avoid double-taxation (visit https://www.irs.gov/
Individuals/International-Taxpayers/Tax-Treaties).
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EXAMPLES
1. Let’s say you live in Uruguay and receive income from investments in Switzerland. You
pay Swiss taxes on that income, and receive a credit on your U.S. tax return for those
taxes. The Uruguayan government allows you to receive this income tax-free. So you
end up only paying taxes on that income once, in Switzerland.
2. Fred and Joyce, in their mid-60s, retired to a Central American country with a Tax
Treaty with the U.S. They sold their U.S. home and closed their U.S. business,
investing the proceeds in a mix of U.S. and offshore financial vehicles. They planned
to live from the proceeds of these investments and annuities, which would be
transferred to their accounts in their new home country as needed. Before long, Fred
began to get requests from local businesses for help in his areas of expertise. Unable
to resist the lure of a little extra income, he began to oblige. Joyce also began to make
and sell craft goods in local markets. Fred and Joyce pay U.S. tax on their U.S.-based
investment income, receive U.S. tax credits for investment taxes paid in foreign
countries, and pay no U.S. tax on their limited local earnings, because they qualify for
the Foreign Earned Income Exclusion.
3. Rob decided to give life in the Mediterranean a try. The island nation where he
hoped to settle didn’t tax his investment income from the U.S., so he left it in U.S.
investments for the first year. Once he decided to buy a home and stay, he transferred
most of his U.S. capital to investments in his new home country, because the tax rate
on his investment earnings was much lower than in the U.S., as were the brokerage
fees. On top of that, he received a credit on his U.S. taxes for the taxes he did pay on
these now-foreign investment earnings.

For example, if you live in Mexico from the proceeds of investments located in Switzerland, you
will pay tax to the Swiss government as per their laws. Any Swiss tax you pay can be deducted
from your U.S. tax obligations, so you pay the same tax you would as if you received all your
income in the U.S. itself.

A Note on Foreign Taxes
You might have wondered why I haven’t spoken about foreign taxation so far. After all, every
country taxes its residents and you’ll be no exception.
The obvious reason is that all countries are different, and so are their taxation systems. Some
countries don’t tax residents at all (Bermuda, The Bahamas, the Cayman Islands, St. Kitts & Nevis, the
Turks & Caicos Islands, Belize, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines). Most only tax them on income
they earn locally. A few tax residents on global income, like the U.S., but not many (Chile, Greece,
Ireland, South Korea, and Mexico). Wherever you decide to live, learning the ropes of the local tax
system will be on your “To-Do” list.
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But the more important reason for downplaying foreign taxes is that they won’t add to your U.S. tax
obligations. That’s because of something called “Tax Treaties.” These are agreements between the U.S.
and other countries governing who taxes whom, to make sure that individuals aren’t taxed twice on the
same income. Often called “double tax treaties,” they are based on the following principles:
•

Either the taxpayer’s country of origin and his or her foreign home or place of business, or both,
may be a “source of income” country.

•

The “source of income” country is allowed to tax the income earned within its borders.

•

The other country agrees not to tax that income, usually by giving credit for foreign taxes paid
against domestic taxes owed.

Under these Tax Treaties, both the U.S. and the foreign country give filers credit for any taxes paid
on income earned in the other jurisdiction. That way, you only pay tax once on the same income — to
the country where it was earned. So remember — when you move abroad, you will be able to deduct
taxes you pay to the government of your new home from your U.S. taxes.

Getting Help
Given the reach of the U.S. tax system, it’s no surprise that there’s a thriving global industry devoted
to assisting U.S. citizens and permanent residents who live overseas with tax matters. Help comes in
various forms:
•

U.S.-based tax assistance firms that specialize in tax issues for expats.

•

Tax preparers in foreign countries, who specialize in helping U.S. expats to navigate their U.S.
taxes.

•

In some countries, local banks with many U.S. expat clients may offer specialized services.

•

Some associations of U.S. expatriates provide free or low-cost assistance to their members.

•

A thriving and expanding peer-to-peer support system on the Internet.

Even if you prepared your own taxes when you lived in the U.S., you should really consider hiring
an expat tax expert while you are living abroad. Why? Well …
1. An expatriate’s tax return is usually more complicated than a normal U.S. tax return.
2. You may have to reconcile your host country tax year to the U.S. tax year. The U.S. tax
year begins on January 1 and ends on December 31. Not all countries operate on this calendar.
For example, Australia, Hong Kong, New Zealand, and the U.K. all have different tax year
schedules that don’t coincide with the calendar year. The IRS requires that you (or your tax
preparer) prepare your return according to the U.S. tax year, which means taking your tax
statements from your host country for two years, extracting the appropriate information, and
then plugging it into your U.S. tax return.
51

Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club

3. You have to keep up with all changes in U.S. tax legislation. The U.S. tax code changes every
year, especially when there are major changes in the political landscape, as with the 2008 and
2010 elections. If you’re not a tax professional, you probably don’t have the time or inclination
to keep up with all of these changes.
4. You may be required to file a state return, even if you have not lived in the U.S. for a few
years. Every U.S. state has its own rules, and certain states make it more difficult to avoid filing
their tax return. You may have a state tax domicile if you maintain a state driver’s license, state
voter registration or bank accounts or property in that state.
5. Commercial tax software isn’t
designed with expats in mind, and
may miss deductions or exclusions
that could cost you money. You
may save a few dollars upfront by
using them, but you could end
up losing a significant amount in
overpaid taxes or missed credits in
the long run.

REMINDER
As an exclusive offer for Ted Bauman’s
Plan B Club subscribers, we have created a
rolodex of international experts, including
professionals who can help with taxes and asset
protection. Visit the Plan B Club website at
http://www.myplanbclub.com to access the
rolodex.

As part of your personal due diligence on prospective homes abroad, include some research
into potential sources of tax support for expats, as well as common tax issues in those countries. For
example, a Google search for “tax services for U.S. expats in Mexico” yields almost two million hits. A
similar search for Uruguay returns over 325,000 hits.

Summary
In Lesson Two, I’ve focused on the things that anyone who is retired, or on the verge of retirement,
would need to know about managing your affairs while living abroad. The basic point is that it really
isn’t very difficult to do. You will be able to get your Social Security, manage your estate, and manage
your U.S. taxes more or less as you would if you were living in the U.S. itself.
The most significant issue arising in this lesson, in my opinion, is the importance of extending
and revising your will (or wills) to take into account the facts of overseas residence. This is particularly
important when it comes to inheritance.
As you reflect on this lesson, think carefully about the examples and scenarios I’ve presented here,
and try to identify those with the closest fit to your own likely situation overseas. It’s a good way to
begin to hone in on the aspects about moving overseas that you’ll want to explore further, including in
Q&A sessions with me and, in supplementary readings, and in your own research.
We will next be moving onto Lesson Three and in that lesson, I will be covering another type of
“wealth” management … the most valuable asset protection you may ever need … your health care!

Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad

52

LESSON THREE:
YOUR HEALTH
ABROAD

As the old saying goes, if you’ve got your health, you’ve got it all.
Health is the prerequisite to everything else in life. Without it, nothing else really matters, because
you can’t fully enjoy your wealth, time, environment or personal relationships.
In my many conversations with people who dream about living overseas, health regularly crops up
as the top issue after finances. It also arises as a perceived obstacle. The reality is that it doesn’t have to
be a problem at all. Just as many people believe they can’t afford to live overseas (an issue I’ll address in
Lesson Six), many also think it is somehow dangerous to their health.
They couldn’t be more wrong. Not only is living abroad usually better for your health than living in
the increasingly stressful and chemical-infested U.S.A., most of the countries preferred by expats have
better health care systems than we do.
The truth is that the U.S. health care industry, aided and abetted by many of our politicians, has
drummed up the myth that our health care system is second to none. It may be far and away the
most expensive health care system on the planet, the truth is that it delivers poor results for all but
a handful of conditions, when compared with most other developed countries. The World Health
Organization ranks the U.S. 37th in the quality of care — just above Slovenia and Cuba
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Health_Organization_ranking_of_health_systems_in_2000)!
By contrast, three of the best countries for health care — Uruguay, Costa Rica and Mexico — are
right on our doorstep (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/internationallivingcom/best-countries-forhealth-care_b_4773837.html?utm_hp_ref=retire-overseas).
The fact is that moving overseas is one of the best health decisions you can make. Not only is the
environment generally better for you, physically and psychologically, but doctors, hospitals and medical
techniques are often better, cheaper and more accessible than they are in the U.S.
So, forget the misconceptions. Let’s examine the real story.
There are three pillars to a good health care situation abroad. They help us organize our thoughts
and ask the right questions about health care in whichever country you decide to reside.
•

Availability of good health care services: This is both about quality and quantity. As we will
see, many countries have very high quality health care, but in limited quantity. As a result,
queues form to access it. Other countries have widely available basic care, but little in the way of
specialist services. Others have a good mix of the two.

•

Access to the resources to pay for health care: Almost all counties other than the U.S.
have a public health system that guarantees low-cost access to the basics, such as checkups,
immunizations and everyday care. Some offer much more and provide quality advanced and
specialized care, too. But in most countries — even those with advanced public care — to get
around the “scarcity” problem, you need money of your own, either cash or insurance, to pay
for private care. The question then is how much that costs, compared with the U.S. — and the
answer is always “less.”

Lesson Three: Your Health Abroad

54

•

Access to extraordinary care. Not all countries can treat all conditions or situations. Even
countries with very good advanced care for, say, heart disease or lung problems, may not be
equipped to handle certain cancers or neurosurgery. In those places, even locals travel to other
countries for that sort of care. And you want to be able to do that too, if necessary.

Let’s consider these issues one by one.

PART 1: GETTING QUALITY
HEALTH CARE ABROAD
As I’ve already noted, the health care systems in many countries are vastly better than here in the
U.S. After all, “medical tourism” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_tourism) is a real phenomenon
— people going abroad specifically for low-cost quality health care. It’s true that the U.S. leads the
world in certain types of treatment, especially cancer. But for most basic health care needs, you’re going
to find that the low cost and greater availability of care abroad often makes the overall health system
better. The same is true of treatment of the most common chronic ailments, such as heart disease,
diabetes, arthritis, hypertension and asthma, among others.

DID YOU KNOW
How to access the right medical advice from anywhere in the world …
In this lesson, we’re focusing mainly on how to obtain and finance health care in an overseas
setting. But in some situations, you may be able to continue consulting the health care providers to
whom you’re accustomed in the U.S. itself.
For many people with chronic conditions, such as heart disease, a long-term relationship with
a specialist brings benefits that go beyond the doctor’s expertise in general. Your specialist becomes
an expert in you and your specific condition, and that’s invaluable and irreplaceable.
For many routine issues, medical practitioners are becoming increasingly comfortable
interacting with patients via “telemedicine,” or remote treatment. Particularly with video-calling
software like Skype (http://www.skype.com), you can maintain contact with your specialist(s) back
in the U.S., if they agree.
Telemedicine is always limited to follow-up visits, where the patient and physician already have
a well-established relationship. And of course, any time a physical exam is required, telemedicine
won’t work.
But for routine check-ins to monitor progress, report back on the performance of medications
and other housekeeping issues, telemedicine may be an option. Be aware, however, that the legal
and regulatory issues surrounding long-distance treatment are still in flux, so your doctor may not
be able to treat you remotely even if he or she wants to. And insurance may not pay for it.
Still, give it a try. As you think about moving abroad, sound out the telemedicine option with
your favorite doctor or specialist.
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Now, it’s true that many countries have a gap between the promise of health care and the actual
delivery. For example, my other home country of South Africa has a public health system that
guarantees access to all, but lack of resources often means long waits and other inconveniences. Even
though health care there can be of very high quality — the first heart transplant was performed in Cape
Town in 1966 — it is simply not available to all.
The single most important lesson from a brief survey of global health care systems is this: the
availability and quality of foreign care, for private patients, and for most basic and common medical needs, is
as good as or better than the U.S., but much more affordable. Even in countries with strained public health
systems, private care is of excellent quality and invariably cheaper.
For this reason, global health care rankings can be deceiving, since even low-ranking countries can
be better than the U.S. for people who can afford private care. This is because the quality of care is the
same or better, but above all, because costs are far lower.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
In the most common expatriate destinations — the places that offer a comfortable lifestyle,
low cost of living, safety and easy connections to home — affordable, quality health care is
almost always a prime attraction. Consider some of these examples:
•

Costa Rica: WHO Ranking: 36. Costa Rica provides universal health care to its citizens
and permanent residents. This country offers some of the best health care in Latin
America. Statistics from the World Health Organization frequently place Costa Rica in
the top-country rankings in the world for long-life expectancy. This is largely because of
the slower pace of life, the healthy and non-preservative foods and the tropical climate.
The UN is ranked Costa Rica’s public health system within the Top 20 worldwide and
the Number 1 in Latin America.

•

Czech Republic: WHO Ranking: 48. Exceptionally high standards of care are available
in this central European country. Private care is the norm, but mandatory health
insurance for all residents — like Obamacare — is the main source of public funding
for the public health sector, which is available to all residents.

•

Ireland: WHO Ranking: 19. A very high standard of care is the norm. All Irish residents
are entitled to health care through the public system, which is managed by the Health
Service Executive and funded by general taxation. You may be required to pay a
subsidized fee for certain services, depending on income, age, illness or disability.

•

Mexico: WHO Ranking: 61. Private health care is considered as good as, or better than,
the U.S., and at much lower rates. Many doctors are U.S.-trained. Basic public health
care is guaranteed to all.
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•

Panama: WHO Ranking: 95. The quality of private care is high, but prices are
significantly cheaper than in the U.S. Many doctors are trained in the U.S., with others
in Spain, Mexico and Cuba. There is a free public health system, which works well in
urban areas, but is often inaccessible to low-income households in rural areas (hence the
country’s low WHO ranking).

•

Seychelles: WHO Ranking: 56. The Seychelles possesses excellent private and public
health-care systems, with many doctors operating in a variety of private clinics and staterun medical practices. The cost of medical visits averages about $25.

•

Singapore: WHO Ranking: 6. Singapore has one of the most successful health-care
systems in the world, in terms of both efficiency in financing and the results achieved in
health outcomes. The large private sector provides care to those who are privately insured
or non-resident patients. Some 70% to 80% of Singaporean residents obtain their
medical care within the public health system funded through a system of compulsory
savings, subsidies, and price controls. Public health facilities are also available to
nonresidents at cost.

•

Uruguay: WHO Ranking: 65. Renowned for the quality of its care, Uruguay has a public
health-care system, and expats who have applied for residence can use the system in an
emergency. But most people use a hospital plan called a mutualista. In this, you become
a member of a hospital and use it for all your health care needs. You make monthly
payments to the mutualista and a small co-pay when you see a doctor or have a medical
test. There is no deductible and no lifetime cap.

Naturally, when you decide to move abroad, you will want to do a more in-depth investigation of
the health care situation in your country of choice. As with other things, like banking or real estate,
visiting the country yourself for an extended stay, making contact with locals and other expats, Internet
searches and general reading will give you a good idea of what you’ll find.
But before any of that, you should assess your own health care needs, so you can target your
research. Let’s take some time to do that now.

PART 2: PAYING FOR
HEALTH CARE ABROAD
The second pillar of health care abroad is money. Although some countries have exceptionally good
free or low-cost public health care systems that include advanced treatment, you will need to pay for
some care in most places.
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That means health insurance. My advice is that if you want the most thorough coverage available —
along with complete peace of mind — you should investigate policies that offer good global coverage.
Part 3 of this lesson is devoted to that very subject. But before we get into the specifics of individual
global insurance companies and the kinds of policies they offer, there are a number of broad options
from which you can choose, depending on your circumstances.

U.S. Insurance Coverage Abroad
Some U.S. health insurance plans, including those designed to supplement Medicare, offer some
protection when you’re abroad. And although U.S. citizens are required to have a U.S.-based health
insurance policy under Obamacare, you will almost certainly need more when living abroad.
The reality is that most run-of-the-mill U.S. health insurance policies don’t cover much outside
the U.S. Some policies pay U.S. rates for emergency treatment at a local health care facility, but that’s
about it. They usually don’t cover treatment for non-threatening illnesses and injuries or for extended or
chronic care.
Above all, they don’t pay up front. Indeed, chances are that outside the U.S., your health insurance
card will just be a useless piece of plastic. If you see a doctor or visit a hospital overseas, you’ll most
likely need to pay on the spot. To get reimbursed by your U.S. health insurer, you’ll need to file a claim
and include an itemized receipt from the foreign health care provider. The process can take weeks or
months.
And if you’re traveling to a place with limited acceptance of credit cards and you don’t have enough
cash on hand, this could mean the difference between good, bad or no treatment.
Of course, medical treatment itself is only part of the insurance picture. One of the biggest concerns
in cases of severe injury or illness overseas is getting safely to a place that can provide the level and
quality of care you need. Local hospitals can usually stabilize you, but in many parts of the world, you’ll
need specialized transport to a facility in a major city, or even in another country.
The problem is that most U.S. health insurance plans cap medical transport coverage between $500
and $1,000. This is intended to cover the cost of an ambulance coming to your house, not a helicopter
landing on a cruise ship. An airborne medical evacuation, by contrast, can cost as much as $15,000 an
hour. So, you’d be left to foot the rest of the bill. And the last thing you want during a medical crisis is
to be faced with tough financial decisions.

DID YOU KNOW
The three health documents that could save your life…
Medical records accumulate throughout our lives, and can become quite extensive. But
they’re crucial to getting quality care. The documents below should preferably be translated into
the language of the country where you’re moving, so give yourself plenty of time to assemble
them and to have this done.
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1. Medical History: The first and most important document is your medical history.
Sounds, easy, right? Maybe, but be prepared to spend some time getting it all together
if you have a variety of health care providers. The U.S. medical system doesn’t yet
have a consolidated, coordinated approach to medical records, so you may need to
contact all of your providers to ask for copies of what they have. Many insurers and
government health systems, like Tricare, also track what treatments you’ve had and
medications you’ve taken. The same goes for hospital groups. For example, I get almost
all of my medical care from the Emory University Group in Atlanta, and they have a
complete record of everything all their providers have done for me since I started seeing
them.
2. Allergies: If you have serious allergies, such as to penicillin or shellfish, you absolutely
must bring a complete description of your condition, including treatment preferences.
Your allergist can write up a succinct summary of this for you that you can share with
local medical personnel.
3. Proof of Insurance Coverage: Although it sounds obvious, you should always have
proof of insurance with you.

What About U.S. Health Systems?
As Americans, we are entitled to some health benefits, courtesy of government programs. How do
these work when you go overseas?

Tricare
First, the good news: if you’re a veteran, TRICARE, the medical care program for military (active
and retirees) and their families, does provide coverage abroad, via a preselected provider network and
military hospitals. TRICARE is divided into three overseas regions:
•

TRICARE Eurasia-Africa: Africa, Europe, and the Middle East.

•

TRICARE Latin America and Canada: Canada, the Caribbean Basin, Central and South
America, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.

•

TRICARE Pacific: Asia, Guam, India, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, and Western Pacific remote
countries.

In these three regions, TRICARE provides coordinated access to information, referrals, and claims
processing information. Complete details on TRICARE services overseas can be found at http://www.
tricare.mil/overseas, http://www.tricare.mil/~/media/Files/TRICARE/Publications/Handbooks/O_
HBK.ashx, and http://www.tricare.mil/~/media/Files/TRICARE/Publications/Misc/O_Passport.ashx.
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Medicare
For the non-veterans among us, there’s Medicare. Many folks use Medicare for routine health issues,
supplemented by private insurance to cover higher-quality or specialist care, if the need arises. Even for
a government program, it’s a pretty good deal.
However, Medicare does not generally cover your health care needs while abroad — although there
are a few exceptions, as noted below.
Nevertheless, if you live abroad, and are properly enrolled in Medicare, you can come back to the
U.S. for treatment (at your own expense). So it’s important to enroll in Medicare when you are eligible,
even if you already live abroad or plan to move. (Note that you are automatically enrolled if you start
drawing Social Security benefits at 65, as I explained in the previous lesson.)

REMINDER
Unfortunately, Medicare doesn’t cover overseas health care — even for emergencies
(although in an emergency, Medicare will cover someone in Canada and Mexico if the hospital is
closer to their home than an equivalent facility in the United States).
So whatever you do, don’t take Medicare for granted when you go abroad, even for a
short trip.

Obamacare
Under the Affordable Care Act — a.k.a. Obamacare — all U.S. residents, except those who are
bona fide residents of another country, are required to have “minimum essential coverage” — meaning a
U.S.-based health insurance policy.
To be considered a bona fide resident of another country, you must:
1. Live outside of the United States for at least 330 days in a tax year;
2. Be required to pay income tax to the country where you claim bona fide residence; and
3. Not have submitted a statement to the authorities of the foreign country where you claim bona
fide residence that you are not a resident of that country.
What that means, in a nutshell, is that if you don’t meet those three criteria for any reason — say,
because you are not outside the U.S. for the required 330 days — you must have a U.S. insurance
policy to avoid paying the Obamacare tax penalty. The good news, if you are entitled to Medicare, is
that it qualifies as minimum essential coverage under Obamacare.

Local Health Insurance
What about health insurance policies available in your new home country? For many people,
this is a viable option. Especially in countries with a solid public health care sector (such as Costa
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Rica, Ireland, or indeed many countries in Europe), you really would only need private insurance for
catastrophic care — i.e. big-ticket issues, like cancer. If the country you’re living in has the capacity to
provide quality treatment for these sorts of conditions, local health insurance can be a great option.
However, local insurance should not be your first choice if you live in a country with limited
capacity for advanced medical care. As I’ve mentioned, one of the crucial health insurance
considerations for anyone is how to make sure you can get to where the care you need is obtainable,
if it’s not available nearby. For example, if you had U.S. Medicare and a local policy, and you needed
emergency treatment for something that could only be done back in the U.S., you’d have to pay for
medical evacuation out of your own pocket.
Like banking, obtaining and using insurance overseas is more or less the same as in the U.S. But,
as with banking, the rules and practices in foreign countries can vary widely, and some prior research is
necessary. Unfortunately, given the wide variety of insurance markets, there isn’t a single “go-to” source
of information on foreign health insurance on the Internet. You have to search country-by-country, and
rely on the insights of fellow expats living in those countries.

Self-Insurance
Many people don’t think of it as such, but providing for your own potential health care needs out
of your own savings is a form of insurance. Some people do this, often by consulting an actuary to assist
with risk and provision calculations. Based on these calculations, you can set aside an amount that can
provide for both ongoing regular care (from interest earnings) and catastrophic care (from principal).
The benefit of this — if you can afford it — is complete flexibility. You can choose whatever
providers you want, anywhere.
The downside is twofold. Firstly, not all of us can afford to provide for our own health care.
Secondly, it’s not always cost-effective to insure yourself. One reason insurance companies exist is
because they specialize in balancing the costs and benefits of insurance vis-à-vis using the same funds for
investment. With the amounts of money involved, self-insurance can be a daunting and never-ending
financial and investment challenge.

Travel Insurance
Most travelers know that their U.S. health insurance plan isn’t enough to protect them when they’re
abroad. Some rely on the top-up coverage provided when you buy flights with certain credit cards,
while others purchase specialized travel insurance.
If you’re a regular traveler — above all, if you’re someone who lives abroad part or all of the time
— feel free to skip this little section and forget about travel insurance. There are many pitfalls in travel
insurance and most policies don’t provide adequate coverage.
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Nonetheless, travel insurance is sold in three ways. The most common is per-trip coverage. This type
of policy provides protection for a single trip and is generally purchased by those who don’t travel often.
For more regular travelers, there is multi-trip coverage for several trips during one year, but none of the
trips can exceed 30 days.
And for frequent travelers, there are annual travel policies providing coverage for a full year of
unlimited travel. Most U.S.-based annual policies charge between $750 and $1,000 a year per person.
Don’t be fooled by this low cost, however, and think travel insurance offers real health insurance
coverage. There are three pitfalls with all of the travel insurance on offer in the U.S.: all of these policies
severely limit coverage of overseas medical cost, many don’t cover pre-existing conditions, and they
often restrict your choice of doctors and medical facilities, requiring you to make use of “in-network”
providers abroad.
I don’t recommend travel insurance for folks intending to live abroad.

Thorough Coverage and Global Peace of Mind
As noted above, those who are truly serious about taking the plunge and establishing themselves
overseas should consider a good global health insurance policy. A global health insurance policy is one
that covers you anywhere, for anything, and includes medical transport, if what you need isn’t available
where you are. It gives you protection and peace of mind you want on easy, predictable terms — no
need to spend time worrying about whether your policy covers this or that, or whether you need to get
care where you are or back in the U.S.

PART 3: GLOBAL HEALTH INSURANCE
The ideal global health insurance policy is based on four pillars:
•

Lifetime renewal: As many of us know from our U.S. health insurance adventures, this is a
critical issue. Some insurers will arbitrarily reject renewal, leaving you with no cover at all. Some
policies, however, guarantee renewal no matter how your health condition has changed during
the policy year, or how old you are — at least up to a point. That’s the type of policy you want.

•

Complete global coverage: Many U.S. and international policies refuse to cover you in certain
parts of the world. Even if you don’t plan to visit those places now, there’s no reason you
should have to make complicated special arrangements if you do. The ideal policy covers you
everywhere, independent of your country (or countries) of residence.

•

Worldwide freedom of choice for specialists and hospitals: As I noted above in the case of
U.S.-based travel insurance, many plans restrict you to pre-approved doctors and hospitals, and
cover only part of your out-of-network expenses, or none at all. You don’t want that — you
want to go to the provider of your choice, everywhere you are.
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•

24-hour medical assistance and evacuation anywhere in the world: In the event of an
accident or medical emergency, you want the peace of mind of knowing that you’ll be seen to
immediately, and taken to the best possible location — including back to the U.S. — for any
necessary care.

Find a Partner Right for You
Who provides such policies? For the most part, truly global health insurance policies are negotiated
on your behalf by specialist brokers based in Europe. There are some in the U.S. as well, but for the
most part the U.S. is treated as a separate insurance market from the rest of the world, thanks to our
extraordinarily high health care costs.
The reason for this broker-based approach is that like most of the finer and more valuable things in
life, it’s impossible for one health insurance solution to fit everyone. You may be an avid runner and in
great shape, while someone else may have a genetic condition requiring ongoing medication. Factors
like these, as well as the conditions in the country where you are planning to live, will affect the type of
coverage you qualify for as well as the price of the premiums. Specialist international brokers are by far
the best-placed to help sort through these variables.
Now, it’s important to realize that these “global” policies can be customized to a much greater extent
than normal mass-market insurance. People who are really global wanderers, and who never acquire
residence of another country, will pay much higher premiums than someone who settles down abroad
and qualifies for the local public health-care system. Most retirees, by contrast, will just need “topup” insurance to cover things the local system doesn’t, as well as medical evacuation. Also, if you don’t
purchase a policy that covers the U.S. — which you don’t need to do if you have Medicare or Tricare
coverage — your premiums will be dramatically lower.
I’ve use the four pillars above as the basis for assessing some common international health insurance
options. Here are four well-known international health plans, including what each can offer. This will
help you decide if they might be right for you.

Swiss Insurance Partners
Swiss Insurance Partners is a Swiss-based insurer broker specializing in individual global coverage,
with offices in Zurich, Dubai and Hong Kong. SIP does not provide insurance directly, but negotiates
bespoke policies with a wide variety of companies.
•

Lifetime renewal: A lifelong guarantee allows you to renew your policy, but with progressively
higher premiums, until you reach age 79.

•

Complete global coverage:
oo Coverage throughout the world including your country of residence, even if this is the U.S.
There is no limit on the time you can spend outside your country of residence.
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oo All coverage is completely free of co-payments, subject to a pre-chosen annual deductible.
oo Provides plans with full cover for chronic conditions if these are diagnosed after enrollment
or are accepted by insurance company at enrollment. In some cases, coverage for preexisting conditions requires a two to five-year waiting period, depending on the age of the
applicant.
oo Does not cover venereal diseases, HIV, obesity or cosmetic surgery, fertility treatments, or
experimental care. Also excludes treatment for the results of abuse of alcohol, drugs and
medicines, radioactive fallout or injuries/sickness as a result of invasion, acts of a foreign
enemy and terrorism.
•

Worldwide freedom of choice for specialists and hospitals: Offers completely free choice of
doctors, specialists, and hospitals anywhere in the world.

•

24-hour medical assistance and evacuation anywhere in the world: Covered.

•

Does it work in the U.S.? Yes, without restriction. Does not count towards Obamacare’s
individual mandate unless the insurer brokered by SIP is based in the U.S. and the selected
policy provides the required minimum coverage.

•

Who is this ideal for? Best for full-time expatriates, especially retirees, looking for maximum
flexibility and bespoke policies negotiated directly with insurers, as well as complete freedom of
choice of health care providers.

•

Contact: http://www.swissinsurancepartners.com

Health Care International
Health Care International is a U.K.-based insurer targeting the individual and corporate expatriate
market.
•

Lifetime renewal: Yes, but with progressively higher premiums, and limited to those 74 and
younger.

•

Complete global coverage:
oo Coverage outside of your country of normal residence is limited to 60 days maximum per
year.
oo Most services require co-payment, subject to a $4,000 annual maximum.
oo Annual coverage capped at $200,000 per person.

•

Worldwide freedom of choice for specialists and hospitals: Limits you to pre-approved
providers, although their global network is large. Pays providers directly if you use their
network. Some medical facilities are excluded from coverage completely.
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•

24-hour medical assistance and evacuation anywhere in the world: Covered, subject to a
$250,000 maximum benefit.

•

Does it work in the U.S.? Optional, but with significantly higher premiums. Does not count
towards Obamacare’s individual mandate.

•

Who is this ideal for? Best for younger expatriates who are living abroad and still actively
working, and who do not travel frequently and don’t plan to spend significant time in the U.S.

•

Contact: http://www.healthcareinternational.com

HTH/GEO-BLUE
HTH/Geo Blue is a travel-oriented insurance broker based in the U.S. Its specific products are
underwritten by U.S. insurers, including Blue Cross-Blue Shield.
•

Lifetime renewal: Covers up to age 74, but with progressively higher premiums.

•

Complete global coverage:
oo Coverage of pre-existing conditions excluded for first six months, unless you can prove prior
coverage.
oo Covers 100% of care outside the U.S.; 80% in-network in the U.S.; and 60% out-ofnetwork inside the U.S.
oo Unlimited annual coverage.

•

Worldwide freedom of choice for specialists and hospitals: Limits coverage to a pre-approved
network of providers but pays them directly if you use them. HTH advises that you pre-identify
providers before you travel.

•

24-hour medical assistance and evacuation anywhere in the world: Covered, subject to a
$250,000 maximum benefit.

•

Does it work in the U.S.? U.S. coverage isn’t available to those eligible for Medicare. If you
aren’t eligible for Medicare, it covers 80% of costs in-network and 60% out-of-network inside
the U.S.
Because it is U.S.-based, it may count towards Obamacare’s individual mandate if the selected
policy provides the required minimum coverage.
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•

Who is this ideal for? Best for regular travelers based in the U.S., but not for expats.

•

Contact: http://hthtravelinsurance.com
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BUPA
BUPA is a U.K.-based insurance company, with an international division headquartered in
Denmark. It specializes in travel insurance as well as annually renewable expat policies.
•

Lifetime renewal: Covers up to age 85, but at progressively higher premiums with age.

•

Complete global coverage:
oo Excludes a wide variety of medical issues, such as pre-existing conditions, preventive care,
eye care, foot care, convalescent or general care, sex-related care (e.g. Viagra), addictions,
personality disorders, self-inflicted injuries, and injuries arising from conflict or disaster.
oo Most services require no co-pay.
oo Annual coverage capped at $2.55 million per person.

•

Worldwide freedom of choice for specialists and hospitals: Limits you to pre-approved
providers, but pays them directly if you use them. If you do use a non-BUPA provider, BUPA
will cover some but not all costs. Some medical facilities are excluded from BUPA coverage
completely.

•

24-hour medical assistance and evacuation anywhere in the world: Covered, with no limit.

•

Does it work in the U.S.? Only covers limited visits to the U.S. If you stay for longer periods,
coverage lapses. Does not count towards Obamacare’s individual mandate.

•

Who is this ideal for? Ideal for expatriates who are still actively working and travelling
frequently, and who do not plan to spend significant time in the U.S. Also good for older
vacationers abroad who might struggle to obtain coverage, but be wary of exclusions for
preexisting conditions.

•

Contact: http://www.bupa-intl.com

PART 4: PREPARING FOR A
HEALTHY LIFE ABROAD
Now, you’re probably thinking ahead far enough by now that you’re wondering when I’m going to
talk about all those health issues that are supposedly unique to far-away, exotic countries … the results
of drinking the water, malaria, tropical fevers and so on.
The good news is that for a growing list of countries, such fears are unnecessary. The water is as
clean — if not cleaner — than what comes out of your tap at home in the U.S. And malaria has been
eradicated the same way it was in the U.S. itself — by eliminating mosquito populations that carry the
malaria parasite, draining swamps, and so on. With some exceptions between and within countries, you
really don’t have anything to worry about.
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Of course, there are some countries where the locals don’t drink tap water — either because it has
quality issues, or because they “just don’t.” In my experience, countries that consume mainly bottled
water have well-developed systems for distributing it, both in portable and bulk form — remember the
Culligan Man? — and it will soon become second nature to you.
Also in some places, especially in the tropics, there will be certain regions where vector-borne
diseases are a problem (“vector-borne” means carried by a bug or something similar, like malaria). But
again, these facts will be well-known locally, and if you choose to visit or live in such regions, you can
learn the ropes from the locals.
The most important issue isn’t exotic diseases — it’s your own lack of resistance to foreign strains
of common bacteria and viruses, such as those that cause upset stomachs or even the common cold.
More than half of all travelers to developing countries get sick while abroad, usually diarrhea or other
gastrointestinal symptoms, and 8% have symptoms severe enough to warrant medical attention,
according to the World Tourism Organization.
In my travels, I got used to the idea of getting pretty ill at least once in the first month I was in
a new place, after which I was fine going forward. This was especially true of digestive tract diseases.
Again, the problem isn’t exotic diseases, like cholera, but rather normally harmless bacteria that my
body wasn’t used to yet. Once I got sick, I was fine, just like the locals. This even happened when I first
returned to the U.S. in 2004, 10 years after my last visit.
Older folks or those with heart or other conditions that can exacerbate infections also need to be
careful about these local “bugs.” The stress of fighting off these infections can be dangerous to people
with preexisting weaknesses.
For this reason, I recommend a set of simple steps to strengthen your resistance and your immune
system before you go abroad. These are suggestions on what to do 90 days before you travel to stay
healthy and illness-free.
TO-DO
1. Have a medical check-up. Make sure you are healthy before you travel. When you visit
your doctor before going abroad, you should ask specifically for a “risk assessment” based on
your own medical history and condition and the known risks of the place you’re intending to
live. Your doctor will base their recommendation, including those for vaccinations and other
medications, on an assessment that takes into account the likelihood of acquiring a disease and
how serious this might be for you. Depending on your medical history, and if you have any
chronic conditions, an assessment can also be made of the availability of appropriate medical
services in your destination, prophylaxis, emergency treatment packs, self-treatment kits (e.g. a
travelers’ diarrhea kit); and any associated public health risks.
2. Get any immunizations and medications you may need. Depending on where you’re
travelling, there could be immunizations that you should get before you go, and medication to
take with you — whether it’s malaria pills, a yellow fever shot or allergy meds. Every region or
country is different, so check with your doctor. Since it takes several weeks for vaccines to reach
their full effectiveness, see your doctor at least a month ahead of time.
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3. Obtain prescriptions to prevent or treat certain illnesses. You might need to take antimalarial medications if you’re traveling to a country where the parasite is prevalent in the
mosquito population. (Most medications need to be started one to two days before traveling
and taken for up to several weeks afterward.) Doctors sometimes prescribe an antibiotic,
in case you develop a gastrointestinal illness while abroad. If your primary care physician
isn’t comfortable providing treatment, get a referral to see a physician who has a specialty in
infectious diseases.
4. Research government health websites. Check out the Center for Disease Control’s
(http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel) travel section for updates on immunizations, precautions to
take, and new outbreaks. The site allows you to put in your destination and in whether you’re
traveling with children, pregnant women, or those with special health conditions.
Finally, when you get there, practice these tips until your body has adapted:
•

Use boiled or bottled water, or water purifiers or tablets

•

Avoid ice in drinks

•

Avoid unpasteurized milk and dairy products

•

Avoid fruit and vegetables that have been washed in the local water

•

Eat thick-skinned fruit and vegetables that you can peel yourself, such as bananas, oranges and
mandarins

•

Make sure food is cooked thoroughly and eat it while it’s hot

•

Avoid shellfish

•

Don’t buy food from street stalls

•

Take care with personal hygiene

Summary
In this lesson, I’ve covered:
•

The general qualitative state of health care overseas;

•

How to provide for your health care needs when you live abroad;

•

How to prepare your health for your move; and

•

The best solutions for truly flexible health insurance for global residents.
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Most of us pay careful attention to the financial aspects of a move abroad and plan to employ
competent specialists to assist us in the process. But our ultimate source of wealth is our health —
without a healthy life, nothing else matters. That’s why we should treat health-care planning for a
foreign move the same way we do financial planning.
Your goal should be unrestricted access to superior medical care when we need it most, with the
peace of mind that comes with knowing that the details are being taken care of. The key is to apply the
same principles of careful evaluation and preparation that you apply to your material wealth. Identify
your health needs; find the right balance of flexibility and protection; and obtain the solution that gives
you complete peace of mind while you travel and enjoy the world, without giving health coverage a
second thought.
This concludes the focus around the first Cornerstone: Your Money & Wealth. In the next lesson, I
will be covering the second Cornerstone: Your Lifestyle. As I mentioned in the Quick Start Guide, your
new home will have more than just sandy beaches, palm trees and lazy summer afternoons. It will have
people, who speak their own language and have their own customs, mores, and lifestyles. It is important
to consider your lifestyle preferences and know how to prepare for the transition of living abroad.
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LESSON FOUR:
YOUR LIFESTYLE
ABROAD

There are many factors to consider when moving abroad. In preparing this course, people often
asked me what I think is the most important thing to think about when considering a move overseas. Is
it money? Real estate? Health? Freedom?
Although those things are important, my unequivocal answer is that the most important issue is
your lifestyle and how you adapt it to life in a new country.

The Pursuit of Happiness
Think about it. Freedom is basic; we want it wherever we are. Money and property are a means to
an end. Health is a goal in itself, but ultimately, we pursue all four for one reason: to enjoy our lives.
Lifestyle is just shorthand for the specific ways we go about enjoying ourselves. Thomas Jefferson
called it “the pursuit of happiness.”
After all, in the end, it wouldn’t do much good to have your finances in order, be in good health,
and not enjoy the place you’re living, right?
My qualifications on this subject are the result of a process that’s basically opposite of what many
of you will undertake. I moved abroad as a young man, when I was still highly adaptable. But when I
returned to the U.S. after 25 years of living in Africa and traveling the world … that’s when I had to
adapt!
By contrast, most of you will be moving abroad after a life spent mainly in the U.S. Your challenge
is far easier than mine was when I returned to the U.S. It’s much easier to recreate the essential elements
of a U.S. lifestyle abroad than it is to recreate the wide open spaces and rough challenges of Africa in an
American city.
Throughout this course, I use the idea of the “Four Cornerstones” as an organizing principle.
The cornerstones are clusters of “facts on the ground” that have an important bearing on your
future decisions and progress. The key to adapting these cornerstones to a new environment is to be
systematic. But first and foremost, you need to seek to understand yourself and your needs to ensure
they are met in your new home.
With that in mind, this lesson reviews the Lifestyle cornerstone in detail, illustrated with some
examples from my life and those of other expats. My goal is to cement your appreciation for how
important these things are in order to have a successful life abroad, and to help you think through the
process of identifying your own lifestyle needs and preferences.
In each case, I’ll be giving practical tips to help you prepare. I’ll use those tips to help you work
through my method of identifying goals, setting priorities and anticipating your lifestyle wants and
needs in your new home abroad.
As you review the stories, think carefully about what your reactions to them reveal about your own
preferences.
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This lesson is divided into two sections. The first helps you to think about the core components of
your lifestyle, so you can identify the things that are “non-negotiable” for you, as opposed to those you
could change if needed. The second part discusses the steps you can take to prepare yourself for life in a
new place, and how to cope with the inevitable transition.

PART 1: THINGS YOU CAN’T CONTROL
Let’s start with a few key lifestyle-related things you can’t control. It’s important to do that, since they
are essentially go/no-go issues. If you can’t make peace with these aspects of your new home, there’s no
point in proceeding to an investigation of the things you CAN control.

Climate
The number one question people ask me is where they can go where they’ll feel comfortable with
the weather. I can’t answer that question, of course, because everyone is different. However, I can tell
you a few things about the climate of some of the most common expat destinations, so you can make
your own decision.
Climate varies with latitude (distance from the poles and equator), altitude (height from sea level),
distance from the ocean, and prevailing wind patterns. All other things being equal, the closer you are
to the equator — the “tropics” — the hotter it will be.
However, altitude and proximity to the ocean can make even tropical countries cool and
comfortable. For example, Costa Rica, Panama, and Ecuador, three hotspots for U.S. expats, have cool
and comfortable regions thanks to mountainous interiors and proximity to the ocean. The Pacific coasts
of Costa Rica and Panama abut a warm equatorial current, but prevailing winds keep the region pretty
cool — much more so than the Caribbean coast. Ecuador abuts the Humboldt Current, which brings
cold Antarctic waters that keep the air cool and dry.
By contrast, some tropical regions are regularly hot and humid. Yucatán in Mexico and Southeast
Asia are two regions that come to mind. If you’re like me, you’ll enjoy the warm weather, but many
people are reluctant to move to a place where they can only cool down inside with the air conditioning
running.
It can also get hot outside the tropics, as anyone
from the Southeastern or Southwestern U.S. can tell
you. A lot depends on prevailing winds and ocean
currents. Uruguay, for example, enjoys a complete
round of seasons like the Carolinas, although snow
is rare. Temperatures range from the mid-80s to the
upper 30s. Many people like that because it creates
an opportunity to practice seasonal traditions —
although bear in mind that the seasons are reversed
in the Southern Hemisphere! When I lived in South
Africa, for example, Christmas was a summer event.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Most Americans living and
retiring abroad choose to live
in places where the climate is
moderate to warm. Some snow
bunnies go to cold countries in
Europe, but most move to places
where it never goes below freezing.
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One thing I learned by moving from Maryland to Cape Town is that it often makes a big difference
whether you live on the east or west coast of a bi-coastal country.
In subtropical regions, western coastal regions are often relatively dry because prevailing winds tend
to blow onshore and carry moisture inland, where it falls as rain on interior mountain ranges. That’s
true of my second home in Cape Town. In contrast, eastern coastal areas tend to be hot and humid,
since the air has plenty of moisture. Think Savannah, GA or Charleston, SC.
Fortunately, climate is one of the easiest things to research. The Internet is a treasure-trove of
information on climate, updated in real time. For example, if you visit http://www.weather.com and
enter the name of even the smallest town anywhere in the world, you can usually get a detailed forecast
of weather conditions year-round.
But, as I always say, there’s no substitute for trying it for yourself — test drive the climate when you
take your extended exploratory holiday prior to moving permanently.

Government and Commerce
Many of us are motivated to move abroad because we’re sick of the way the U.S. government treats
us — taxes, regulations, spying, and endless nanny-state meddling. We want to move somewhere the
government leaves us alone.
Surprise — there is no such place! Governments do what government does everywhere on the
planet. It’s true, however, that for the most part, few governments are as meddlesome and irritating as
the U.S. federal government. Certainly when it comes to privacy and regulations, most countries are far
less intrusive than the U.S.
But there’s a flip side to that. It’s not that other governments don’t aspire to meddle in your life
— it’s just that they lack the capacity to do so. A government that can create and manage the IRS or
National Security Agency (NSA) can also create and maintain a splendid interstate highway system and
make Social Security payments on time.
By contrast, a government that can’t get around to enforcing its own tax laws probably can’t
maintain its roads very well, either. And it may not be able to enforce laws we actually rely on, like
zoning and noise-abatement ordinances.
That’s one of the most important things expatriate Americans misunderstand about living abroad.
We want to be free of government, but we tend to expect the good things government provides. The
truth is that the quality of some — not all — foreign public and private services isn’t always up to the
standards many Americans are used to. Of course, things aren’t perfect in the U.S. either — ask anyone
waiting in line at a Social Security office or a DMV — but countries with smaller populations, limited
tax bases, and smaller markets just can’t afford to maintain some of the things we take for granted.
Of course, culture makes a big difference here. I will relate the example of telephone service a bit
later in this lesson, when I share with you an expat’s frustrating experience trying to get service in the
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Caribbean island nation of Dominica. My experience in South Africa was similar, except that instead
of Caribbean politeness, I’d find South African indifference on the other end of the line when making
enquiries.
The bottom line is that many countries take a long time to do the things we take for granted, like
installing Internet or phone services, and public and private bureaucracies are often more impenetrable
than in the U.S. The quality of customer service is sometimes not as good, even if the people behind
the counter are often nicer. And web-based facilities, like online banking, are rarely as adequate as in the
U.S. simply because there aren’t as many customers using them.
Nevertheless, this phenomenon — limited government in more ways than one, good and bad —
is generally only an issue at the beginning of one’s adventure overseas. Once you get used to the way
things work, you adapt … unless you don’t!
That’s why this is an area where it is absolutely essential to “test drive” a country before making a
commitment. You really need to see and feel for yourself how “everyday life” operates before making a
commitment — because you won’t be able to change it easily.

Getting Around
On my first trip to Costa Rica, one of my favorite places on the planet, I rented a car and drove
down to the coast for the weekend. The experience was such an eye-opener that I composed the
following email to my family when I returned to my hotel in San José.

MY FIRST TICO ROAD TRIP
I learned some useful things about Costa Rica.
First, Costa Rica has no army. Apparently, they decided in 1948 that they’d be better off
arranging a quid pro quo with the Americans. Costa Rica would send the gringos the best
coffee in the world; the Yankees would protect them from all comers in return. Fortunately,
their only neighbors, Nicaragua and Panama, have been too busy fighting among themselves
to bother Costa Rica.
Second, perhaps because of their lack of self-defense capability, Costa Ricans have
a profound reluctance, even paranoia, about disclosing useful logistical information to
outsiders. For example, there are absolutely no route markers, directional signs, or distance
indicators in the country, outside San José and the Pacific coastal strip dominated by
rich American expats. Almost. Actually there are a few, but they appear not to have been
repainted since 1948.
Come to think of it, maybe road signage was the Army’s responsibility. In that case, the
Costa Rican government of the day should have driven a harder bargain with Truman.
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Perhaps this reluctance to disclose is due to the fact that when Costa Rica does provide
travel information, it is generally wildly inaccurate. For example, within the space of 200
meters, I passed three distance signs for Quepos that estimated my destination as 42, 37 and
48 kilometers from me. Similarly, on passing the coastal town of Jacó for San José, the Costa
Rican authorities invited me to ponder the likelihood that three different roads, heading in
different directions, all led there. True, it is a common place name in Latin America, but not
that common.
There might be something in the climate, or the food, or the local beer, that generates this
predilection for imprecision. The directions to Quepos given to me by an American expat,
who had been in Costa Rica for only three years, led me to Punta Arenas, adding a two-hour
diversion to my intended two-hour route.
Third, despite their official Roman Catholicism (it’s the state religion), Costa Ricans
appear to subscribe to some bizarre cult of death. Either that or the Sunday I drove back from
the coast to San José was one of those morbid Latin feast days, where they dress up like that
character with the scythe from Monty Python’s Meaning of Life, march through their villages
with huge marionettes of skeletons, play guitars and trumpets badly, toss firecrackers, and
worship the forthcoming everlasting. El Festival de Nuestra Señora de la Muerte, perhaps? I don’t
know how else to explain the way Costa Ricans drive.
For example, while I was number 34 or so in a kilometers-long caravan of vehicles winding
its way up a two-lane, pothole-ridden track through the mountains, fabulously steep precipices
to the left and right (apparently transportation through the mountains of massive lorry-loads
of lead, or spent uranium, or some such heavy element, is an important economic sector here
— not the elements, just the transporting), I watched in fascination as a Tico in an ancient
Mazda 323 overtook several vehicles in the middle of a steeply upwardly-inclined, rain-slicked,
fog-bound, 110-degree left-hand hairpin turn. I recognized him because that is how he had
overtaken me some way back, after tailgating me in appalling conditions for some time.
Not that self-destruction is Ticos’ only form of devotion to their cult, you understand.
Suicide also counts. I certainly felt like murdering the guy who pulled into the highway about
50 meters in front of me while doing 120 km/h outside San José.
I’m half-South African, so when I complain about a nation’s driving habits, you should
listen.

Now, don’t panic — it’s not really that bad in Costa Rica! I was deliberately exaggerating for comic
relief.
Nevertheless, you do need to be aware that in many — if not most — parts of the world outside the
U.S., Europe, and a few other places, road networks, driving habits, and overall transport conditions are
often very different from what we’re accustomed to.
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The basic issue is usually the capacity to finance road improvements, along with the driving culture
that emerges over the generations in crowded conditions. In urban areas, street networks are often less
developed than in the U.S., and modernization is sometimes slow in coming. Perpetual traffic jams are
common in some cities, such as Bangkok or San José, and road quality is sometimes a bit, shall we say,
“uneven.” Out on the highways, there are often good stretches — especially near urban areas and the
hometowns of important officials — but it is more common to find a single lane going in each direction
than to enjoy the broad, multilane superhighways we enjoy in the U.S.
On the flip side, however, many foreign destinations have remarkably better public transport
systems than we do in the U.S. That’s partly due to the need to provide for lower-income people who
need to get to work but can’t afford a car, but it also reflects a welcome recognition that, given the
choice, it’s generally better for government to invest in solid public transport than more roads, which
inevitably lead to more cars.

Tolerating Ambiguity
One thing I had going for me as a young American abroad was my marital status. I was single. I
didn’t have a wife or children to worry about — another set of necessary adaptations to manage beside
my own.
In some cases, having more than one set of lifestyle wants and needs to satisfy abroad — and failing
to plan for them all equally — can ruin an otherwise overseas move.
Take the case of Bill and Rachel, a California couple who relocated to Ecuador to start a business in
that famously welcoming country.
At first, everything went well. But after nine months, Rachel became increasingly irritable and
withdrawn. Bill, on the other hand, continued to thrive, making new friends and business contacts.
Once he got her to talk about it, Rachel admitted that her first impression of Ecuador had been
positive, but that little things she initially considered charming began to annoy her. She remembered
how everything ran on schedule back home, how clean her former hometown was, and how much more
relaxed and friendly everyone seemed.
The problem was two-fold. On one hand, Bill had done most of the planning for their move, since
Rachel tended to rely on him for such things. The move required a great deal of preparation, and Bill
had his hands full; since Rachel didn’t speak up, his wants and needs largely shaped their joint decisions
and planning.
In addition, Bill was a relaxed and tolerant Type B, while Rachel was a more highly-strung typical
Type A.
Rachel hated uncertainty and ambiguity; Bill thrived on it.

Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club

76

DID YOU KNOW
Many experienced expatriates agree that tolerance for ambiguity is the single most
important trait influencing one’s success as an expat. That’s because levels of tolerance of
ambiguity are closely correlated with creativity, risk aversion, psychological resilience, lifestyle
and orientation towards diversity.

The combination of Rachel’s unwillingness to make her needs known and her relative intolerance
of ambiguity led to an unnecessarily negative experience — one they could have avoided with better
communication and planning.
I’ll be addressing the question of personal relationships in the next lesson. But for now, a critical
issue when it comes to the Lifestyle cornerstone is your willingness to roll with the punches in a new
and unfamiliar place.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Here are the phases you will likely experience when you move abroad:
1. A Honeymoon Phase lasting a few months: everything is new, wonderful and fascinating.
2. A Difficult Period (usually three- to 12 months) during which adjustment problems arise.
You face problems being understood, understanding “how things are done,” and other
social cues. You may tend to withdraw and surround yourselves with other foreigners.
3. An Adjustment Period after which you gain a deeper understanding of your new culture,
an increased sense of belonging and life starts to feel more “normal.”

PART 2: THINGS YOU CAN CONTROL
Of course, most of the really important things that you care about when it comes to lifestyle are
under your control. You can arrange things as you see fit — more or less. And it’s important not to take
those things for granted. Let me tell you why.
When I went to South Africa in the mid-1980s, I was a young man with little in the way of
institutional or personal baggage. I certainly didn’t have much money, and I probably had only a vague
idea of what health insurance was. My only possessions were my clothes and a 1962 Fender Stratocaster.
I had spent five semesters at a small liberal arts college in Baltimore, so I had some educational “history”
to think about, but for the most part, it was just me, my clothes, and a guitar.
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But you’re no doubt in a vastly different position. You have a range of material, personal and
institutional “baggage” — the results of past decisions that continue to have an important influence on
your life as you go forward — things you own, things you owe, people you know and love. As life goes
on, all of us accumulate more and more of these impedimenta.
One category of “baggage” that many of us take for granted is our accumulated lifestyle preferences.
Life is really an endless process of adapting to our environment, including society. As the years go by, we
adopt certain habits and seek out favorable environments, and avoid those we don’t like. Consider the
place you’re living now, the friends you have, your daily routine — all of these are products of this lifelong process of adaptation.
So it’s no surprise that moving abroad could pose some lifestyle challenges. Some of them
come from unexpected quarters. Consider an example from a story we published some time ago in
The Sovereign Investor Daily (http://thesovereigninvestor.com).
P.T. Freeman obtained residence in the Caribbean island nation of Dominica, gave up his U.S.
citizenship, and settled down for a tropical life of sun, relaxation, and freedom from taxes, intrusive
government and a budding police state.
What P.T. didn’t know is that Caribbean culture — as in many of the places I’ve lived around the
world — places a higher value on avoiding confrontation than on failing to live up to promises. In that
culture, failing to do something you said you’d do is in no way as bad as having someone call you out
for it.
Shortly after arrival in Dominica, P.T. applied for telephone service. Alas, it ended up taking him
eight months to get it because he assumed that when he was told it would happen “soon,” it actually
meant the next few days.
As P.T. explains: “If someone from the phone company promises to let you know when you can
expect to have your phone installed … you won’t ever hear back from anyone. You have to contact them
every day and ask when the phone will be installed. You have to be polite and non-aggressive though,
otherwise you’ll just make matters worse.”
Imagine the frustration for someone who really needed phone service — for business, for family, for
anything at all! Ask yourself how would you deal with that situation?
These little cultural issues are often endearing at first. For example, in Africa, we used to warn
foreigners that asking directions from locals was often a waste of time. Many Africans, lovely people that
they are, will do anything to not disappoint someone, so when you ask “is this place near here?” — they
will tell you “yes” regardless. And in some countries, such as Ireland and India, people will gladly offer
directions even if they aren’t sure exactly where you’re going.
Living abroad is all about compromise. The trick is knowing your capacity for compromise before
you take the plunge of overseas living.
I could provide dozens of examples like P.T.’s.
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The things they have in common are that the expats in question (a) hadn’t done their homework
and (b) hadn’t thought carefully about what, exactly, they would need, and be prepared for, when they
were abroad. Where to start?

Lifestyle Wants vs. Needs
Recently, a website for expats conducted a survey to identify the main issues of concern to its
readers abroad. The results are striking:
Issue
Cost of Living

Percent
28.16%

Isolation

26.62%

Cultural Differences

13.99%

Relationship Problems

10.75%

Health Care

10.07%

Other Issues (paperwork, weather, language, education, missing family, children)

10.41%

A full 40% of the respondents identified lifestyle-related issues — isolation and cultural differences
— as the #1 problem they faced living abroad. By contrast, the things many people fear most when
contemplating an overseas move, such as language, or missing family, ranked relatively low.
Organic Sumatran coffee from that specialty store across town? Check. Fresh asiago cheese bagels
with your morning peruse of The Sovereign Investor Daily? Check. Jazz nights at the local watering
hole? Check. Picking up a prescription at the drugstore on your way to the movies? Check. Living in a
neighborhood where most people think the way you do? Check.
No matter what your age or financial situation, we all have our own personal preferences. You may
prefer whole milk, skim milk, or no milk at all. You may prefer going out to dinner for pasta versus
sushi. You may prefer buying your shirts at a specific retail store.
Some of those things probably fall into the category of “wants” — nice to haves. Others fall into
the “needs” bucket — non-negotiable. Which is which? You need to think carefully about that question
before you move abroad.
Indeed, one of the things Americans who haven’t lived abroad don’t realize is just how spoiled for
choice we are in this country — at least in some respects. Let me give you a personal example.
My wife, who was born and raised in rural South Africa, still talks about her first visit to the U.S. in
2004.
She was floored by the sheer number of alternative brands in grocery stores. She boggled at 300-plus
cable channels. And she still can’t believe how many sources of television news there are compared to
the state-run South African Broadcasting Company and one private station.
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Of course, my wife now knows that quantity doesn’t equal quality (especially when it comes to TV
news). But her challenge was “subtractive” — how to identify the things she prefers among the plethora
of contenders available in the U.S. (In fact, her task is doubly easy, since we are able to buy many South
African specialty products at a well-stocked importer catering for expats near our home in Atlanta.)
As an American moving abroad, on the other hand, your task will be different. Unless you choose
to move to another highly-developed country, you’ll face a “replacement” challenge. And some of the
things you’ll be trying to replace just won’t exist.
That’s why it’s so important to think carefully about your lifestyle “wants” and “needs” before
you take the plunge. Let’s review some more or less random examples, focusing on some of the most
important, but often overlooked, aspects of lifestyle.

Urban vs. Rural
One of the choices expats face when moving abroad is where to live. I’ll be talking about the options
of living with other expats, or among “the natives,” in the next lesson. For now, I want to make a few
comments on the implications of city vs. country life abroad. (I am speaking mainly about developing
countries, rather than places like Europe.)
Typically, as we get older, we prefer the solitude of the countryside, or at least of leafy suburbs. In
an advanced economy like the U.S., however, being “out in the country” isn’t quite the same as living
someplace with a less developed transport infrastructure (more on this below). Living in a rural area,
even in a small country like Costa Rica or Panama, may mean being functionally further from doctors,
hospitals, banks, and other essential amenities than you would be in the U.S.
For many people, this doesn’t matter, since they learn to plan ahead and to schedule coordinated
“trips to town.” But for some folks, particularly those who prefer not to think too far ahead, living in a
rural area in some countries might be frustrating after a while.
By contrast, “cities” in some countries are really large towns by American standards. This isn’t
universally true, and there are some real megalopolises — Mexico and Brazil, for example. But by and
large, city life in many parts of the developing world is slower and less stressful than in the U.S. And
since many foreign cities have well-developed public transportation infrastructure, getting around in
them is easier.
The decision to live in a rural or urban area abroad often has a lot to do with the presence or
absence of other expatriates and local households of a similar income level. For example, Costa Rica’s
Pacific coast is full of communities of Americans who have bought seaside homes, and as a result, there
are abundant amenities to cater for them. By contrast, anyone who decided to live on that country’s
(hotter and more humid) Atlantic coast would find it more difficult to get specialist items or to get
around as easily.
As always, the key is to research and give any place you are thinking of living a good test-drive
before you commit. And when you do, give it a “stress test” — deliberately set yourself the task of
finding or doing something you know you’ll want to do if you live there, like shopping, dining out, or
seeing a doctor. That will tell you a lot.
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Eating and Having Fun
Despite my youthful flexibility, I had a few settled preferences of my own at the time of my move to
South Africa.
Growing up as I did on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, I was inordinately fond of seafood and of the
water in general. I especially loved steamed blue crabs and fried clams — neither of which has any
remotely close substitute in Cape Town, my home in South Africa.
In fact, it took some time before I realized that despite its ocean-oriented location and seafaring
history, Cape Town has a remarkably poor seafood culture. There are a few decent ocean fish species,
but that’s about it. Shellfish, crustaceans, and other Chesapeake-style delicacies are rare and expensive
since most of the local catch is exported for foreign exchange.
In my case this wasn’t a big deal, but for some people, it could be a deal-breaker.
Moreover, I learned to my dismay that Cape Town was a poor place to indulge my main form of
recreation, small-boat sailing.
Cape Town has plenty of water and wind. But the water is primarily oceanic, and the wind is
extraordinarily strong, particularly in summer. The daily 25-knot winds are known as the “Cape
Doctor,” since they clear away any air pollution. As a result, the only decent sailing to be had is the
big-boat, blue-water kind, which I couldn’t afford, except as an occasional crewmember. I did join the
sailing club at the University of Cape Town, where I was studying, so fortunately that gave me my fix.
I eventually settled for a Laser dinghy that I sailed on a small vlei (lake) near my home, battling
25-knot winds on a boat that “handles like a beer bottle with too much sail.” But it was no substitute
for the glorious days of sailing mid-sized boats on the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries, which I had
enjoyed in the U.S.
Being highly adaptable, however, I soon took up surfing for my watersports fix. And I fell in love
with cricket, becoming a handy all-rounder for a local club team.
But I never did get used to Cape Town’s incessant wind.

What Will We Eat?
Sounds like a silly question, but it’s an important one.
To be honest, there isn’t a lot you can do about your
favorite foods if they aren’t available overseas. But it’s pretty
rare these days to find common items completely unavailable,
except for religious reasons. If you have a love for a specific
recipe — a New Orleans beignet, for example — you can
always learn to make it yourself. I even taught myself to make
traditional bagels when I lived in Cape Town.
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DID YOU KNOW
The foods American
expats say they miss
the most abroad are
Mexican food, bagels,
decent burgers, and ice in
restaurants.

The more common scenario is to have an “addiction” to certain condiments, sweets, drinks, or other
prepared foods. Today, it is entirely possible to indulge yourself, thanks to the miracles of international
shipping.
If it’s important for you to easily access your “addictions” from home, it helps to live in a place with
a lot of expats from your own country, since there will be a local market for an importer. For example,
I’m able to obtain common South African condiments at a specialty importer in Atlanta, where I live,
since there are tens of thousands of us here. When I lived in South Africa, however, I was able to get
most of my favorite U.S. items by mail order or in care packages from friends and family. (Thank you,
Mom!)
The key to meeting your culinary needs is to check the import regulations of your prospective
country before you move. Some countries ban imports of certain items that can carry pathogens,
especially meats — I can’t get South African dried biltong (game meat) in the U.S., for example — while
others may be subject to punitive tariffs to protect local industries. For the most part, though, if it ships,
you can get it, anywhere in the world.
TO-DO
An important preparatory step in this regard is to contact U.S. shipping companies such as UPS,
Federal Express, or the Post Office to find out what can and can’t be shipped to your proposed new
home, and how much it would cost to ship them. Check out these sites to begin your research.
•

FedEx: Snapshots for Each of the Countries That FedEx Serves
https://smallbusiness.fedex.com/international/country-snapshots.html

•

UPS: A Guide to International Shipping
https://www.ups.com/content/us/en/resources/ship/imp_exp/guide1.html?WT.srch=1&WT.
mc_id=iPros_

•

USPS: USPS International
https://www.usps.com/international/preparing-international-shipments.htm

Recreation Abroad
I’m a bit of a sports nut. I was really into lacrosse when I was a kid growing up in Maryland, but it
is unheard of in South Africa. In Cape Town, I gradually became interested in watching (and playing)
cricket — yes, the supposedly “boring” English game — and rugby. I eventually became as fanatical
about them, and about the South African national teams, as people can be about American sports
teams.
When I moved back to the U.S., however, it was a crisis! Where was I going to get coverage of those
oddball sports?
In fact, there is no technological reason why you can’t enjoy your favorite spectator sports anywhere
in the world — especially the American standards, baseball and gridiron football. You can even get pro
basketball and ice hockey.
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The key is being online. As long as you have a good Internet connection or a satellite TV package,
you can get mainstream American sports almost everywhere. To my mind, the best option is always
Internet streaming, since you can get even less-popular sports on dedicated websites, live or with a brief
delay.
Just be sure to check the quality of Internet connectivity in your new home before you move. This
is another area where the Internet is your friend. It isn’t difficult to research broadband speeds and costs
— visit http://www.speedtest.net/index.php to see a handy site for that. In most countries you’ll be in
luck, since even relatively poorer countries have much better Internet service than we do in the U.S.,
where the monopolistic telecommunications cartel keeps service levels fairly low.

DID YOU KNOW
In the article “U.S. Internet Speed Slows Compared To Other Countries: Report”
(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/24/us-internet-speed_n_3645927.html), written by
Betsy Isaacson for The Huffington Post:
“Compared with other tech-savvy nations, Internet service in the U.S. is overpriced and slow.
According to a ‘State of the Internet’ report recently put out by content delivery network
Akamai, U.S. service is becoming even slower— relative to that of other countries, at least…
… Comcast, the nation’s largest cable provider, claims it’s capable of providing 3 Gbps
broadband— but its fastest service currently on the market is $300 a month for 305 Mbps.
Verizon, meanwhile, has just announced its fastest FiOS ever, 500 Mbps for $365 a month.
Compare that to Hong Kong, where consumers can get 500 Mbps for $25 a month, or Seoul,
where the same speed is priced at $30 a month. Only Google Fiber’s broadband plan seems
competitive with those of other tech-savvy nations: It offers 1 Gbps for $70 a month, which is
only outpaced by Japan’s proposed Nuro network with speeds of up to 2 Gbps for $51 a month.”

The main challenge for American sports lovers abroad is legal. Most major sporting codes have
lucrative broadcast deals with specific networks. These usually involve regional limitations on where
those sports can be shown, depending on how much the broadcaster is willing to pay for rights to
specific regions.
For example, I can watch streaming South African cricket in the U.S. without a problem, since
there are so many cricket-mad South Asians in the U.S. market (in fact, I’ve got a great match going
as I write, on a corner of my screen). But I can’t get quality rugby, my second favorite sport, since the
networks that own those rights didn’t want to pay to broadcast in the rugby-shy U.S. market.
For most U.S. sports, this isn’t a problem, since there are few places in the world where you won’t
find any baseball, football, or basketball via satellite. But it’s not a given that you’ll get the teams you
want when you want them. And if you have a subscription to a U.S.-based streaming package for your
favorite major league sport, you won’t be able to access it overseas for licensing reasons. Your computer’s
foreign “IP address” will be blocked.
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DID YOU KNOW
You can purchase a foreign subscription to your favorite sports, and often get better coverage
than in the U.S.
Take baseball as an example. For $24.99 a month you can subscribe to MLB.TV’s
premium service, which gives you live streams of games online, as well as access to the
At Bat app (http://mlb.mlb.com/mobile/atbat). The sign-up process on the MLB website
(http://www.mlb.com/mlb/subscriptions/index.jsp) is easy, although you can’t just subscribe
to one team. But since you’re outside North America, the regional “blackout” restrictions don’t
apply, so you can watch any game you want.
For American football, you can subscribe to NFL Game Pass (https://www.nfl.com/gamepass/
domestic) and get live streaming audio and delayed HD broadcasts for all games. It costs
anywhere from $129 to over $200 per season, depending on the package you choose.
Similar packages are available for NBA basketball and NHL/AHL ice hockey.
Of course, the same applies to access to American news — virtually everything is available on
the Internet these days.

For those with a more sophisticated technological bent, it’s also possible to access a U.S.-based
sports subscription from overseas by using a DNS-switching service. These offer subscribers the ability
to mask their browsers’ location by rerouting the embedded IP Address through a server somewhere
else in the world. With the service active, it will appear as if a user in, say, Ireland is actually signing on
from Iowa. That way you can watch U.S. sports using a U.S.-based subscription — particularly handy if
you’re not abroad for more than a few months a year.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Of course, watching sports isn’t the only form of recreation available to you. As I’ll discuss in
more detail in the next lesson, there are many ways you can be active and entertained in a new
environment, and make friends to boot. These include playing sports, volunteering, joining an
athletic club, hobby or book club, and/or joining a local church.

Learning the Local Language
Many Americans already speak a foreign language, often Spanish or French. But many of us don’t,
and we worry about coping in a foreign country where English isn’t the first language. The good news
is that there are very few countries in the world where the locals aren’t familiar with enough English to
converse with you. After all, American and British films, music, and literature have dominated much of
the world for more than a century. You’d be surprised how many places ordinary people can converse in
English — at least the basics. There’s almost no place in Central America, for example, where you can’t
get by with English.
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But even when they don’t speak much “Ingles,” I’ve never found that language is a major obstacle
to fitting in abroad. I don’t speak much Spanish, since I spent most of my life in Africa, where it is rare.
But I do speak Afrikaans, which isn’t very useful to me now — except when I travel to Germany, the
Netherlands, or other places where a similar Germanic language is spoken. In those places, I can almost
always quickly make out road signs and other important information based on the similarity of words
to their Afrikaans counterparts (also called “cognates”).
This can work with other languages too. If you know a bit of French, you’d be surprised how easy
it can be to pick up Spanish. That’s how I navigate in Latin America, for example — by using my
knowledge of French (and Latin) to decipher local signs, menus, and so on.
Of course, over time, many of you will want to learn to speak the local language. In this case, it’s
fair to say that migrating to somewhere in Europe or the Western Hemisphere is a much easier task than
to Asia. European languages are almost all related in some basic ways, so learning them is less difficult
than learning a totally unrelated language like Thai, or Chinese. I have expat friends in Bangkok, for
example, who still speak only basic Thai after decades of residence there.

DID YOU KNOW
10 Tips for Learning a Foreign Language Fast!
If you do decide to learn the local language, here are a few principles to bear in mind:
1. Don’t expect to be perfect! When learning a new language, expect that you will make
mistakes, and don’t be embarrassed by them!
2. Work on developing an “ear” for the language. Remember that language is first and
foremost oral communication. A written alphabet is merely a collection of symbols used
to represent the sounds of the language, and cannot be expected to capture every nuance
of sound and intonation. Try to develop a “good ear” for the local language. An easy and
fun way to do this is by listening to local music, watching movies or watching TV.
3. Practice speaking! You can study for years, and master all of the grammar rules, but
unless you actually practice speaking, you will never speak well.
4. Be consistent. To really learn a language takes time and commitment. Consistency is the
most important factor. If you can devote a solid 20 minutes a day, nearly every day, you
will be more successful than if you “cram” for an hour or two, but only sporadically.
5. Talk to yourself. When learning a foreign language, it’s common for listening skills
to develop more rapidly than speaking skills, leaving the learner in the unfortunate
situation of being able to understand, but unable to respond. A good way to surmount
this problem is to talk to yourself as much as possible. Because there is no one else
around, you won’t be weighed down by the inhibitions that so frequently burden the
beginning language student.
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6. Use flashcards. Make cards that are small enough to easily carry with you, and write
the English on one side and the local language on the other. Be sure to have some
cards with you. This way, you can capture “wasted” time (standing in line, riding the
bus, waiting an appointment, etc.) and turn it into productive study time.
7. Label your surroundings, such as things all over your house — walls, furniture, food,
etc. Remove the labels only after you have mastered the vocabulary.
8. Be patient. Progress in language learning doesn’t follow a straight-line. You may
find yourself struggling at times. Don’t let this discourage you. If you find yourself
“stuck,” try spending time going back and reviewing things that you already know
well. Often this will help prepare you to break through to the next level.
9. Find a partner. Try to find a native speaker who can be your conversation partner.
This can be your greatest asset and perhaps you can also provide assistance to your
partner in your native language.
10. Read aloud. You will get all of the benefits of reading, plus you’ll get really good
pronunciation practice.

A Final Exercise
As I’ve stressed in this lesson, lifestyle is important because it reflects a lifetime’s worth of
accumulated choices. Some of those choices have become “must-haves,” while others will be optional.
Knowing which is which is important. But how? Try this:
TO-DO
1. Make a list of your favorite foods. Do the same for your favorite sports — the ones you watch
and/or participate in. Add any other lifestyle issues that are important to you, too.
2. Next to each item, indicate with three stars those things you can’t live without; two stars for
those you could kiss goodbye if you had to; and one star for those you’re not worried about.
3. For the two- and three-star items, use Internet research and personal contacts to identify your
options in the place to which you’re considering moving. If you like, you can include the onestar items too. Make sure you consider both availability and cost.
4. Make a list of the things that definitely won’t be available to you abroad.
5. Make another list of the things that will be available, and rank them in descending order
according to the difficulty and cost of accessing them.
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6. Estimate where you’re likely to end up on the list — i.e., the things you’re likely to continue
enjoying abroad, and those you aren’t — and think about what life would be like under those
circumstances for a few days.
7. If you think you can handle the circumstances in your potential new home, apply them now —
in other words, give up the things you won’t be able to enjoy abroad — for a minimum of 30
days. Then revisit your decision.

Summary
This lesson has provided some food for thought on the second of the Four Cornerstones — your
lifestyle. The key take-away so far should be crystal clear, but it’s worth restating: anticipate and plan
ahead.
As trite as that may sound, the truth is that many people fail to include key personal issues when
planning an international move. They learn about them once there are already in situ.
To make matters worse, most websites and how-to guides neglect these critical success factors
as well, concentrating instead on the practicalities like I covered in Lessons One and Two: taxes and
banking. By contrast, this course is designed to help you make a successful move abroad in all four life
Cornerstones.
For the next lesson, I will be covering the third Cornerstone: Your Personal Relationships.

87

Lesson Four: Your Lifestyle Abroad

LESSON FIVE:
YOUR PERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS
ABROAD

One of the things I’ve learned in my global travels is my relationships with other human beings are
by far the most important things in my life.
Back in South Africa, there’s a concept called Ubuntu, which expresses the conviction that our
individual humanity is a product of our relationships with others — for good or ill. That’s a bit deep
for our purposes, but this lesson focuses on the one thing that will determine whether your overseas
adventure is a happy and fulfilling one or disaster — your relationships. Even those of us who are loners
must deal with other people, as we’ll see in the expat stories I’ll tell below.
I’m going to focus on the all-important issues of your immediate and extended family, as well as
new neighbors in your new home.
But, at the risk of being too deep, you’ll find that the most important relationship of all is with
yourself. If you know who you are and what you want, chances are you will get along with others
anyway — even those who speak another language and have different customs.

TAKE NOTE
Throughout this lesson, you’re going to find that I emphasize three themes:
1. Preparation: Researching your new home and yourself, so you can know what to expect
from yourself and those close to you in the new, changed conditions of life abroad.
2. Communication: Ensuring that everyone involved in the process of transitioning to your
new life abroad, including those back home, clearly understands what’s going on and
what to expect as it unfolds.
3. Adaptation: Being prepared to modify your expectations and plans as you experience the
realities of life abroad first-hand, particularly when necessary to honor the feelings and
needs of others.

PART 1: FAMILY
A move abroad can impact family relationships in many different ways. For example: How does
your wife or significant other feel about moving? How do their needs and expectations differ from
yours, and how are you going to accommodate them? How do your adult children feel about your
overseas move? If you have minor children, how do they feel about moving abroad, and how about their
preferences, wants, and needs? How important are family gatherings in your clan?

DID YOU KNOW
Extended families with three generations living in close proximity and constant contact
are the norm in many countries, such as China and India. In such places, couples living alone
outside of big cities are almost unheard of.
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If you don’t know the answers to those questions yet, keep reading. Much of this lesson is about
figuring them out — before you move abroad.

Familial Concerns
Americans are relatively unusual in the way we treat our immediate family as the main family
unit. In many other societies, extended families are vastly more important socially, culturally — even
economically. Extended family is your parents, brothers, sisters, and their kids. In some cases, it extends
well into cousin territory, too.
In my case, youth and an independent attitude meant that family considerations posed no problems
when I moved to South Africa. I never thought twice about missing family; I think my parents were
glad to see me take a positive life step, rather than dawdle around Maryland without a clear direction.
But for others, it’s not so simple and adaptation is required.
South Asians, for example, will find that relocation abroad for individuals or couples is more
difficult than for Americans. In that part of the world, children and grandchildren are traditionally one’s
pension plan for retirement. So when
Indians, for example, migrate to another
EXAMPLE
country, they keep very strong ties to
home and often continue to support
Jackson, a mid-career technology specialist
their parents financially. Some of the
who moved to Brazil with his wife Jeanne to work
best fund-transfer services grew out
freelance in its booming economy and get a jump
of the Indian diaspora. And there are
on retirement, said that his tradition-oriented family
specialist travel agencies that secure deals
was aghast at their decision, but eventually came to
just for families going back and forth
terms with it:
from India to other parts of the world.
My parents and grandparents are from the
Jackson’s experience illustrates once
Caribbean, and we are a tight family. Nobody
again the importance of preparation,
lives very far from anyone else, and we see each
communication and adaptation to
other often. Their idea was that they would never
mitigate the stresses of international
see me or Jeanne again. But when we showed
migration.
them that São Paulo is only another four hours
or so farther by plane than Trinidad (where
Nevertheless, it’s instructive that his
they’re from), they gradually understood that it
own immigrant background played an
wasn’t the end of the world.
important part in his family’s reaction to
his plans. Many Americans will find that
We also made a big effort to teach them how to
family is relatively unconcerned about
use Skype and a computer camera so we could
the prospects of an international move
have regular face-to-face chats. In fact, one could
— not least because the sheer size of the
argue that we “see” them more often now than
U.S. means many families are already
we did when we lived in the U.S.
widely separated.
Of course it helps that we’re in the same time
An important exception to this rule
zone.
applies to prospective migrants who
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are of a more advanced age, or who have health issues. In that case, you’re going to have to assure your
family that you’ll be OK. And that’ll be made easier by the fact that you’ve checked out all the medical
and related issues you’ll face in your home abroad and shared that reassuring information with your
family.

Breaking the News
Indeed, communication with your family — especially your adult children — is the key to
reassuring them that your move abroad will be a safe, positive step.
Here are some of the discussion topics I recommend. You’ll quickly see that in order to have these
conversations, you’ll need to do your homework first — which is exactly the thing that will reassure
your family.
TO-DO
1. Preparation: Stress that you’ve taken this course and done the preparatory work I recommend.
Share course materials with them.
2. Your health: Be prepared to go into detail about the steps you’ve taken to identify your health
needs and possible risks, as I set out in Lesson Three, as well as your research into insurance,
service providers, hospitals, specialists, and other medical resources in your proposed new home.
Let them know about any medical evacuation coverage you’ve arranged.
3. Financial planning: Explain the steps you’ve taken or will take with regard to banking, wills,
insurance, and inheritance, as set out in Lessons One and Two. Show them that you have
things under control and that you’re aware of the differences between U.S. and foreign law on
these matters.
4. Social: Include your family in your discussions of the social and cultural adaptations you may
have to make in your new home. As with the other issues, they’ll feel better just by being part of
the process of working through it.
5. Technological: As Jackson did, make sure you work with your family to understand how to use
Skype or other Internet-based communication tools to stay in touch. Let them work with you as
you test these technologies before you leave — they can be your guinea-pigs. I’ll say more about
this below.
Surprisingly, many expatriates say that telling their family and friends wasn’t as hard as they thought
it might be. Nevertheless, if you haven’t discussed this matter before, expect your family to be surprised,
or even shocked. And you can’t blame them. So would you under the same circumstances.
If you and your children have been emotionally close, telling them that you’re planning to move to
another country will be hard. Your siblings, on the other hand, will probably react differently depending
on your relationship with them. Some siblings may be afraid that you will never see each other again if
you leave, while others will look at it as a new place to come visit.
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In response to your family’s feelings about you leaving, you may feel guilt and defensiveness. You
may feel like you’re rebelling. And probably the hardest part of all is admitting — especially to yourself
— that your loved ones may be justified in feeling what they do. They love you, and they’ll miss you.
Make sure to tell your family members before you tell anyone else. People are often tempted to
tell friends first because they usually won’t be as affected as our family members. By the same token,
people tend to avoid telling our family members because they’re afraid of their reactions. This becomes
a vicious cycle of waiting for the right moment to tell — and then avoiding — and then the family
finding out that other people have known for a while that you were considering moving abroad. Not
good!
Expect a lot of questions from your family: about why you’re leaving, how you plan to manage
financially, how often you’ll see each other, how much it will cost to fly back and forth, how often you’ll
be able to call each other and how much that will cost.
Depending on where you’re moving, your family may ask about your safety in your chosen country,
what you’ll do if it doesn’t work out, and many other questions that you may not even know the
answers to yourself — or even think that it’s their business. Try to remember, however, that as uncertain
as the adventure might seem to you sometimes, you’re the one who’s leaving. In most cases, it’s always
harder on the people who stay behind. So don’t evade questions; when your family asks you, for
example, what if it doesn’t work out, say that you can always decide to come back.
You should plan on having many conversations about your moving. The issue won’t be resolved
after one chat. You may feel that you’ve explained yourself over and over, but it may not be enough for
your family. You might find yourself answering the same questions again and again. Be patient — your
family’s questions are, in part, a way of getting used to the idea.
In addition to your conversations, one of the best ways to reassure your family about your move is
to try to have them visit you at your new destination before you settle there. They may like the place or
hate it, but at least they will have a better idea of where you’re going to live. It will seem more real to
both of you.

Staying in Touch
You should also come up with a clear plan of how you will communicate. Will you still call each
other as often as before? Try to have an idea of how often you can see each other. Again, this is a plan
— not reality. Some things will work as you planned; others won’t. And maybe some things will end up
better than either of you anticipated.
As soon as you settle in your new home, plan on when you’ll visit your family or vice versa. You may
not be able to come up with a specific timetable immediately, but at least start the discussion. And don’t
be surprised if it’s hard to find a time for your family to fit you in. After all this time of convincing adult
children that they’ll be OK and will go on with their busy lives, that’s exactly what they’ll be doing.
Don’t feel slighted by this; this is what you wanted.
The practicalities of staying in touch are a topic for my next lesson, on housing, possessions,
utilities and all the rest of material life abroad — but for now, I want to emphasize again how easy it
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is to do this in the age of the Internet, Skype, Google Chat and other voice-over-Internet services have
revolutionized the way we communicate internationally. I have been using Skype to communicate by
video chat with my family and friends for over 10 years. I can tell you that you may even see each other
more often with these easy-to-use online communication facilities than you have done living in the
same country!

Family Who Go With You
As you know by now, I was footloose and fancy-free when I moved to South Africa in the mid ’80s.
But when I returned to the U.S. in the late 2000s, I had a lovely South African wife and young child.
My repatriation experience is a good example of the importance of understanding and taking
into account your style of joint decision-making when planning and executing a move. Indeed,
communicating effectively about your hopes, dreams, wants, needs and “lines in the sand” are by far the
most important job ahead of you as you plan your move abroad.
Remember, your partner will be the person you know best when you move into your new home. He
or she will likely be the only person who knows you, can listen to you, and support you as you adapt —
and vice versa. You need to invest in that relationship!
Let me start with a personal example.

Your Partner
My wife is a fairly typical South African from a rural background. Her values and attitudes toward
marriage reflect a patriarchal culture in which women get their way subtly, largely through reaction,
rather than through up-front participation in decision-making.
That isn’t to say that she’s uniformly passive during our decision-making processes, then passiveaggressive in the aftermath. It’s just that I have to make a special effort to drag her views out of her. I’ve
learned not to assume that she means it when she says: “It’s fine with me.” If I do, I’m just as likely to be
wrong as right!
My wife shares this trait with millions of women from a variety of countries and cultures, including
many here in the U.S. I’ve no doubt that there are men who play this faux-passive role, too, although
we’re not specifically “trained” for it, as many women are.
When I first broached the idea of returning to the U.S. in 2007, after our third visit there together
— this time with our daughter in tow — she was immediately positive. She had a great job as a highranking official in a South African provincial cabinet office, and was on track for a fine career in the civil
service.
Coming from the far northern part of the country, she was in many ways as much of a “foreigner”
in coastal Cape Town as I was, but together we had made a circle of great friends who gathered regularly
at our home for traditional Sunday afternoon “braaivleis.” We lived within earshot of the Indian Ocean
in a magical little village south of Cape Town. We would be giving up a lot to move away.
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Fast-forward three years or so. We were living
comfortably in Atlanta on my salary from a major
non-profit, which had recruited me almost as soon as
I’d floated my CV on the U.S. market. My irrepressibly
outgoing wife, now a home-maker, had made tons
of friends. I jokingly called her the “mayor” of our
neighborhood.

DID YOU KNOW
Twice as many expat marriages
fail compared with marriages in
their country of origin.

But something wasn’t quite right. My wife was often moody and withdrawn, and seemed unhappy
— especially at home.
As any international assignee of a multinational corporation will tell you, the “trailing spouse”
phenomenon is a major factor for globetrotting families. When an international move is driven
primarily by an opportunity for one partner, the other is often left to struggle alone. In my wife’s case,
the loss of status and independence that came with her South African career was demoralizing.
The trouble is often that one partner in the relationship benefits more — or more quickly — from
a move abroad than the other. In my case, I had a job that kept me busy and more or less fulfilled. My
wife was left alone for much of the day, struggling to come to terms with her new situation. She didn’t
mind being abroad; she just minded being the “trailing spouse.”
We had discovered the results of a surprisingly common error: failing to communicate and plan
properly together. By taking my wife’s “I’ll be fine” refrain literally, I was surprised by the resentment
that had built up once the initial euphoria of the relocation had worn off. Had we not caught the issue
in time, my wife may have begun to find it easy to blame me for her feelings — with catastrophic
results.
Fortunately, my wife soon landed a great job as a teacher for young children, which she loves, and
now has a budding career that wasn’t even on her radar screens back in South Africa.
We were lucky. Some couples really battle with mismatched expectations and different experiences.
For example, in Chloe’s case, moving to Japan for her husband Jim’s job put a great strain on their
marriage.
The first year, I felt like I was stranded on a deserted island with my husband, and I don’t mean in
a romantic movie kind of way. Living far away from home, it’s natural to turn to each other to fulfill a
variety of needs. It’s also easy to underestimate how long it takes to make friends and feel comfortable.
In our case, we felt limited by Japanese cultural and language barriers for some time, which restricted
our social outlets. As a result, we spent too much time in our own insulated cocoon. But my husband
had the simple advantage of going to a job every day, offering him benefits I didn’t share. His days
had structure, he made friends at work, and he maintained his professional identity. In my case, I was
financially, socially, and emotionally reliant on him.
Even if you’re not working and are planning to retire abroad, if you — or your partner — are really
set in your ways, you need to be especially careful about where, and therefore how, you choose to live.
But this risk can be mitigated if you think and plan before you go.
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For example, Gayetri and her husband
Wallace moved from the U.S. to Gaborone,
the capital city of Botswana, a small
country in Southern Africa, to be near her
extended family. Gayetri knew that part
of the world intimately, having grown up
there before moving to the U.S. for college
and becoming a citizen. But Wallace had
never been outside the U.S., and was
accustomed to big-city life. There wasn’t
going to be much of that where they were
going.
Gayetri knew that Wallace would face
challenges that she could take for granted.
He was going to have to learn to enjoy a
simpler life where big-city resources were a
long drive away (Johannesburg is about five
hours from Gaborone). He was also going
to have to adapt to a very different cultural
environment, one in which Americanstyle expressiveness and directness was
uncommon.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Think about the following questions honestly:
•

How collaborative are you and your partner
when it comes to making important
decisions? Do you make the decisions
together, or does one of you make them and
the other make his or her feelings known
“passive aggressively” over time?

•

Are you and your spouse/partner/ significant
other alike enough that you have a single
set of preferences, wants, and needs, or do
you have to go through the self-examination
process twice?

•

Have there been times when you and your
partner have disagreed about something
related to lifestyle, such as where to live, or
the style of your home? What did you do
to resolve that? How long did it take? What
were the broader impacts of this “conflict”
on your relationship and lives?

So Gayetri created an “exposure
program” for Wallace. She gave him books,
• If you anticipate similar issues when you
web links and other resources about the
move abroad, what is your strategy to deal
region. She arranged for them to spend
with it? Who will you talk to? Will you be
most of their vacation time in the year
able to use your current stress-mitigation
before leaving for Gaborone in similarly
strategies there — such as going to your golf
relaxed, traditional parts of the U.S. where
club for a round — or will you need new
they lived. Most importantly, she spent
ones?
long hours talking to him to identify any
concerns he might have — even ones he
didn’t know about yet — and helped him think about ways to mitigate them (finding sources of good
coffee in Gaborone, for example). Finally, she made sure her family in Botswana knew that Wallace, like
any American, was unlike them in some ways, but that he was open to learning about how they lived.
Of course, not everyone will have a resource such as a husband or wife who has lived in your
destination country before. But Gayetri and Wallace’s experience illustrates the importance of caring
about the feelings and experience of your partner, as well as certain ways one can prepare for a move
abroad. Everything Gayetri did could be done by a couple preparing for a move abroad.
Above all, talk, talk, and talk some more. Don’t leave with unstated and potentially mismatched
assumptions about and desires for your new life. Communicate … and be prepared to compromise.
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PART 2: YOUR NEW NEIGHBORS
I could write reams about the cultural aspects of living abroad. Culture is such a broad term —
covering ways of thinking and behaving, as well as norms, beliefs, customs, arts, etc. — that it could
fill up an entire course on its own. It has a huge impact on your personal relationships when you get to
your new home.
In this section, I want to focus on preparing for and minimizing the well-known and inevitable
response to sudden immersion into a different culture — in other words, culture shock. To me, it’s more
important to have a method to anticipate and prepare for culture shock than to go through endless
details on specific aspects of foreign cultures.
Culture shock is a predictable phenomenon. Anybody who spends longer than a vacation abroad
goes through it. Its intensity, however, depends on a lot of factors. The most important is the extent to
which you’ve learned about the culture and people of your new home in advance. The more you know,
the less shocked you’ll be by differences in social customs, religion, language or food.
Let’s start with an expat story.

Alyssa and Pete
Alyssa and her husband Pete moved to a
Southeast Asian country when they were in their late
50s, preparing to retire there. They’d spent vacations
there many times, and felt they knew as much about
the place as foreigners could. They loved the food,
knew where to go for fun and leisure; and spoke
quite a bit of the language.

REMINDER
Pete and Alyssa went through a
familiar pattern for expats (a typical
experience I covered in Lesson Four):

When on vacation, Alyssa and Pete had tended
to stay in hotels, condominiums, or resorts where
the staff was used to expatriates. When they bought
their own home, however, they hired ordinary locals
to help with the housework and gardening, just like
other locals and expats did. Their interactions with
local people in markets, banks, offices and so on
also increased relative to when they were on their
vacations.
Thanks, no doubt, to the density of the
population, it soon became apparent that the locals
had little, if any, sense of personal space. Indeed,
there was no word in the local language for “privacy.”
The locals were rooted in a communal society where
the interests of the family or the group were always
considered more important than the rights of any
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1. A Honeymoon Phase lasting a
few months: everything was new,
wonderful and fascinating.
2. A Difficult Period (usually three
to 12 months) during which
adjustment problems arose.
They faced problems being
understood, understanding “how
things were done,” and other
different social cues. They tended
to withdraw and surrounded
themselves with other foreigners.
3. An Adjustment Period after
which they gained a deeper
understanding of their new
culture, an increased sense of
belonging, and life started to feel
more “normal.”
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one individual within that group. There was also a tendency to assume shared ownership of information
about the individuals within the group — including them.
Alyssa and Pete soon found that gossip and curiosity about them were rampant, and that their own
assumptions about and needs for privacy counted for little. Their household staff, taxi drivers, clerks —
everyone with whom they interacted asked them a wide range of personal questions without batting an
eye. Oftentimes their questioners already knew a lot about them — to an uncomfortable degree.
On more than one occasion, household servants walked in on one or both of them in the bedroom
or bathroom, and seemed not to notice that it made them uncomfortable.
Eventually, they got used to the things they could get used to, and gently made clear that some of
what they took for granted as “normal” wasn’t OK with them. Over time the locals got used to their
odd habits of privacy, but it took time and patience.
But this transitional period can be relatively painless too — indeed, it usually is, especially if you plan
for it. For example, Amanda and Pete deliberately made their move to Belize incremental. They arranged
to rent their first home for a year, in an area with other expats, and made regular trips back to the U.S.
so they could test themselves — were they happier back home, or in Belize? They also made every effort
to find other Americans living in Belize they could meet and learn the ropes from. That way they were
able to choose the pace at which they became accustomed to local habits and lifestyles. That made their
eventual move to a more isolated village on the coast less challenging than it might have been.
Everyone who lives overseas and who doesn’t isolate themselves completely in an expatriate enclave
faces culture-shock issues. How do you prepare for them?
TO-DO
Tips for preparing for culture shock:
•

Learn as much as you can about your new country before you go. Inform yourself about its
quirks and proclivities.

•

Learn as much of the local language as possible. Even a few phrases can be very helpful.

•

Start building a support network and making new friends there, even before you move. Try to
identify expats who you can spend time with during the initial adjustment phase.

•

Research local community groups in your new home, where you can meet others in similar
circumstances or with similar interests — places of worship, sports clubs, music and theater
societies, volunteer groups and so on.

Now let’s turn now to some of the most common — and most overlooked — aspects of potential
culture shock for Americans abroad.
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Attitudes to Community
One of the things many Americans fail to appreciate is just how exceptional our national culture of
“individualism” really is. We are an outlier in the way we tend to prioritize the interests and desires of
individuals over that of the broader community.
But there are really two senses of the term “individualism.” On one hand, “individualism” is
synonymous with self-confidence and self-reliance. We Americans pride ourselves on our self-perceived
ability to make our own way in the world without help.
On the other hand, “individualism” can mean a rejection of “communalism” — the idea that
people have significant obligations to each other and to the community than can legitimately override
individual desires. This isn’t the same thing as “communism” — it’s just a cultural norm that says that
people have to play by the inherited rules of their community, whatever they may be.
In most societies, “individualism,” in the self-reliant sense, is either embraced and honored or
regarded, at worst, as an endearing Yankee quirk. It isn’t something people get terribly upset about,
because it doesn’t really affect anyone else.
“Individualism,” as the rejection of communalism, on the other hand, can cause a lot of trouble.

Richard’s Story
Take the case of Richard, who moved to a small Caribbean island to escape U.S. taxation.
Richard was the classic rugged individualist, and a bit of a loner to boot. Unlike other expats, he
chose to build his home in a relatively isolated part of the island, with a few villages and farmers as his
only neighbors.
Richard got along well enough with them, but every year just after the Carnival season, his house,
or car, swimming pool, or other possessions were vandalized for no apparent reason.
At first he thought this was due to rambunctious teens high on local ganja, but eventually he asked
an old farmer who lived not far from him about his experience.
“Do you ever go to carnival?” asked the old man.
“No,” replied Richard, “I don’t go in for public displays of excess and I don’t like crowds.”
The old man looked at him intently.
“Have you ever given anything to Baron-La-Croix?” he asked.
“No,” replied Richard, “who is he? I’ve never met him; is he someone important in the village?”
The old man gave a wry smile.
“You don’t meet him. He comes to you when he decides. He’s the one who is upset with you. You’re
a rich man, but you’ve never given him anything. Even the poorest villagers pour a little rum for him
during Carnival, but you’ve never given him anything, so he is teasing you.”
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Richard was nonplussed. He had no idea what Baron-La-Croix was, where to find him, or why
Richard’s failure to ply him with cane spirit justified pouring buckets of mud into his pool.
At the start of next Carnival, the old farmer came to see Richard. He instructed him to accompany
him to the main village. Richard followed reluctantly.
When they arrived, the farmer pointed out an old man surrounded by younger men. “Is that BaronLaCroix?” asked Richard.
“No,” replied the farmer, “but he works for him. If you want to avoid trouble with Baron-La-Croix
this year, you need to give him some rum.”
Irritated, Richard stepped into a local store and bought a bottle of rum. The old farmer took him up
to the old man. Richard greeted him and handed over the bottle. The old man looked at him warily, but
took the bottle and passed it on to one of the younger men. He said nothing, so Richard went home.
That year there was no trouble.
Eventually Richard figured things out, with the help of some expat old-timers.
Baron-La-Croix is an avatar of the most famous of all Caribbean deities, Baron-Samedi. In the
countryside, villagers recognize an elder as Baron-La-Croix’s “intermediary,” who receives gifts for him.
These are then distributed to younger men, who in turn dole these gifts out to the poorer members of
the community during Carnival.
As a rich man, Richard was expected to contribute to Baron-La-Croix’s community redistribution
scheme, and his failure to do so had upset poorer locals. So they had been punishing him.
Richard upped his yearly contribution for Baron-La-Croix’s intermediary from a bottle to a case of
rum, and his troubles never recurred.
This is a cute, almost cartoonish story — but one worth heeding.
In many countries, don’t think you will be exempted from community traditions if you intend to
go “off grid.” Locals may respect your privacy, but they won’t respect you if you neglect your part in
established reciprocal relations.
For many expats, living in an expat “colony” takes care of this problem, but for anyone planning to
live with the natives, it’s critical to know what’s expected of you as a member of the local community.

Assessing Your Tolerance
I mentioned earlier that in places like Ireland, India and many parts of Africa, people will give you
inaccurate directions, rather than admit they don’t know the way to your destination.
Many cultures have evolved habits of indirectness and face-saving as important parts of the social
fabric. Many of us are aware of this tendency in Asia, but it is also common across large swathes of
Latin America and the Caribbean. It can take time to learn to “read” people’s responses to know what
they really mean, but it’s an important survival skill.
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The question is — would you be happy having to learn that skill? Let’s see.

TOLERANCE QUESTIONNAIRE
The questionnaire below is a well-developed method (http://www4.ncsu.edu/unity/users/p/
padilla/www/435-Leadership/Scale-%20tolerance%20of%20ambiguity.pdf ) psychologists use
to assess tolerance for ambiguity. Once you’ve completed it, do your own research to assess the
likelihood of ambiguity in the culture of your proposed home abroad.
Respond to each of the following statements by indicating the extent to which you agree
or disagree with them: Agree (1 point); Neutral (2 points); or Disagree (3 points). Add up each
column and then add the three columns together to get your score.
Agree

Neutral

Disagree

1. An expert who doesn’t come up with a definite answer
probably doesn’t know too much.
2. A person who leads a life with few surprises has a lot to
be grateful for.
3. I like parties where I know most of the people more
than ones where most of the people are strangers.
4. It’s more satisfying to tackle a simple problem than a
complicated one.
5. You should never make important decisions without
complete information.
6. A daily schedule is the key to good living.
7. A satisfying challenge is one where what is to be done,
and how, are clear.
8. I’d rather hang out with people who insist on a yes or
no answer than those who will accept “maybe.”
9. There is no such thing as a problem that can’t be solved.
10. What we are used to is always preferable to what is
unfamiliar.
TOTAL
If your cumulative score is …
•

10 to 16: Best to look for someplace similar to home — or at least, a community of
likeminded expats.

•

17 to 22: It depends … you could go either way.

•

23 to 30: You can live anywhere and handle anything!
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The Small Stuff
Every society has its little quirks. In some places, certain hand gestures are considered rude —
sometimes the same gestures that other societies consider friendly! Let’s consider some examples of the
“little things” that you might need to get used to, so you can think about how you’d deal with them.
Most people are at least vaguely
aware of the value Japanese place on
proper etiquette. There are courses to
teach western businesspeople how to
act with Japanese visitors, or on trips
to Japan. Japan is a great example
of how attached some cultures are
too small, seemingly insignificant
gestures that would be considered
silly in a frontier-descended culture
like America.
For example, anyone who has
spent time in Southeast Asia knows
that your left hand is not the one you
want to use to eat, or to touch other
people. There are deep, long-rooted
cultural reasons for that, related to
ancient sanitary practices. Even Boy
Scouts shake with the right.

DID YOU KNOW
Quirks of Latin America
Given the large numbers of Americans who move to
this part of the world, here’s a summary of some of the
more common cultural aspects of life in that lovely part
of the world:
•

Patience and even-temperedness is an expected
virtue. It’s the norm. You simply won’t find
Latins publicly losing their temper, being
aggressive or loudly complaining at the level that
they do in North America.

•

Latin America is a courteous society and places
a high value on good manners. Think: formality
with warmth. Courtesy is as simple as taking the
time to offer a warm “Buenos Dias” and receive
one in kind with genuine regard for the other
person before any business is discussed or even
thought about.

Similarly, in many parts of
Asia, chewing the betel nut, a mild
stimulant, is a widespread practice.
• People are generally relaxed about time. If
All that chewing generates a lot of
you arrange to meet someone at 9 a.m., it’s
saliva, which many locals are quite
completely acceptable to turn up anywhere from
content to expel almost anywhere.
two minutes to 20 minutes late. Slow walking
Now, not everybody likes that, and
on the street is an example of this.
you can be sure that plenty of the
locals feel just as bad about it as you
• Staring and catcalls are common and open, vocal
might. But nobody would ever tell
machismo is something you’re bound to witness.
a rickshaw driver or street vendor to
cut it out. It would be considered
unacceptably rude. So people learn to take it in their stride.
In many countries, it’s the norm to remove your shoes before entering a person’s home, and
sometimes even an office. This varies sometimes within the same country; for example, top-end
businesspeople probably dispense with it at work, while practicing it at home.
Finally, I want to dwell briefly on the one thing Americans almost always get wrong — at least in
the beginning.
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We Americans are almost unique in the way we tend to tell each other “how it is” without
hesitation. There are parts of the Deep South (where I live) where this isn’t as pronounced, but for the
most part, you know what you’re getting with Americans. They make sure of it.
There are a handful of other countries where people are happy to tell you straight that you won’t
be getting what you want, but far more common is for people to dissemble to spare your feelings. This
can be maddening if you’re not used to it. Remember P.T.’s experience getting telephone service in
Dominica? That was a case of a culture that doesn’t tell it like it is.
On top of this, many cultures emphasize the importance of living in harmony. Open displays of
anger — shouting, hands on hips, rude looks, slamming doors — are all considered highly offensive
behavior. A high value is placed on striving toward consensus, and dealing with difficulties behind
closed doors so that the persons involved do not lose face.
If you’re the type who is easily frustrated by ambiguity and have a short fuse to boot, you need to
be extra careful with where you choose to live. But above all, you need to be patient and remember that
this is their country, their society, not yours — at least not yet. It’s you who needs to be prepared to
adapt, not them.

Learning About Culture
How can you know enough about community attitudes and culture to ensure you develop good
relationships with the locals? After all, it’s difficult to get along with people over the long term if you
are unhappy with the way they go about their lives. That’s where lifestyle — which I covered in the last
lesson — overlaps with personal relationships. Knowing as much as you can about everyday culture
increases your chances of finding a place you’ll be happy and will make new friends.
As I’ve stressed before, your best tool in the quest to prepare for a life overseas is an extended visit to
your proposed home. There’s really no substitute for that.
For example, let’s say you’re planning to move to Costa Rica, a common destination for American
retirees. Americans tend to live either on the Pacific Coast or in the Central Valley region. Why? Does
the choice of one or the other have anything to do with the way people relate to one another? Are there
more expatriate-only communities in one location or the other? Do some people feel more comfortable
in one place or the other? Internet searches can help you find out. (In this case, the choice is mainly
about climate — it’s cooler in the hills.)
Fortunately, I can recommend a couple of culture guides that are really quite good.
•

The Culture Smart (http://www.kuperard.co.uk/culturesmart/) series is oriented primarily to
Europe, and provides a great summary of the key quirks and habits of that part of the world.

•

The Xenophobe’s Guide (http://www.xenophobes.com) series covers a wider terrain, offering
books on Europe, the Middle East and Asia.
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•

Dean Foster’s Culture Guides (http://dfaintercultural.com/store/mobile-apps) are a useful
resource available in online, book, or app form for iPhone and Android.

Once you’ve got a sense of the general lay of the land on a specific issue, it’s time to reach out to
someone with greater knowledge of the issue. Start with bloggers who live there. Email them and
ask. You may have already found some bloggers if you did the exercise from Lesson Four. Most expat
bloggers are more than willing to respond to your questions about life in their country and region —
they wouldn’t be blogging if they didn’t want to connect with people, after all. Write to them with your
specific questions.
The third step involves making connections
with specific locals who can give you more detailed
information about everyday culture. In today’s world,
it’s almost a given that if you ask around, you will
find a second- or third-hand connection to someone
who lives in or has lived in your potential destination
country. Reach out to them and explain what you’re
doing. They may be in a position to help you directly,
or to refer you to others in their expat community.

REMINDER
While you are searching for
bloggers, also read travel guides and
other published materials about the
country/region. You can also search
for online news. For examples, type
in “online news” and the name of
your chosen country (i.e. online news
Costa Rica).

Above all, be clear about your goals and preferences
for lifestyle and community obligations before you
move abroad. Don’t let the mystique and excitement of life in a new place obscure the fact that you’re
going to be living there a long time. Here are some steps to consider and contemplate:
TO-DO
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•

Spend some time thinking back to all the living situations you’ve been in over the course of your
life — as a child, at school, college, early career, later career, now, and so on. Think especially
about situations where your living arrangements imposed significant obligations to other people
— roommates, housemates, neighbors, the condo committee or neighborhood association, etc.

•

Which of these situations was most agreeable to you? In which did you feel happiest and
comfortable? If some stand out as significantly more appealing — or unappealing — than
others, spend some time trying to identify the things that made them so. Pay particular
attention to the extent to which you had to take other people’s feelings and needs into account
as part of your lifestyle at that time.

•

Ask some trusted friends and family members to give you an honest assessment of your capacity
for cooperation, adaptation, and compromise when it comes to your living arrangements and
obligations to the broader community. Their third-party view of your personality is liable to be
the best single guide to making decisions about living arrangements abroad.
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Summary
In this lesson, I’ve discussed:
•

Breaking the news to your stateside family.

•

Strategies for staying in touch with them.

•

How to make sure you and your partner agree on the key goals and expectations from your
move abroad.

•

The importance of tolerance and patience for difference.

•

How to anticipate the cultural demands, habits and quirks of your new neighbors.

•

How to begin the process of researching this information.

I can’t emphasize enough how important this topic is. You can have all of your finances in order, be
in great health and still not have an enjoyable move abroad if you aren’t ready for the “human factor.”
By contrast, finding a place where you know you’ll be happy and among friendly, like-minded people
will allow you to make the most of your resources and your health.
As always, I’m available to answer questions on this and other topics. Feel free to contact me
through the “Questions for Ted” tab on the Plan B Club website.
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LESSON SIX:
MOVING HOUSE
AND HOME

Thus far in this course, I’ve covered a mix of practical (finances, legalities) and personal (lifestyle,
relationships) issues. As I’ve stressed, your overriding concern should be to ensure that you are happy
and comfortable in your new home. The key to that is preparation, and the core of preparation is selfawareness. What makes you happy and comfortable in life? Whatever those things are, plan for them in
your new home abroad.
This lesson covers another set of practical issues — setting up your new living space abroad and
moving your belongings to it, the fourth cornerstone of life abroad. For that reason, it includes a lot of
checklists, online resources, and other guidelines. But you’ll find that even these practical issues require
self-awareness and preparation, because so much about moving involves choice — and choice is all
about knowing your preferences.

PART 1: ACQUIRING A HOME
Acquiring a home in a foreign country is one of the most important steps in the process of
relocating abroad. Fortunately, it’s also one of the most well-resourced areas on the Internet. There
are literally hundreds of top-quality websites (http://www.internationalrealestatedirectory.com) that
specialize in foreign property research and acquisition.
Obviously, the same rules and procedures apply to foreign real estate as they do in the U.S. Be
careful; do your homework; make sure you are dealing with reputable people; read the fine print.
And above all, the fact that you are going to be transacting in a foreign country with its own laws and
customs means you need to have local help — real estate agents and attorneys whose job it is to look
after you.

Rent or Buy?
I want to raise a basic question that you need to address before you start the real estate research
process: Where are you going to live, and on what terms?
I’m not referring to your choice of rural or urban, coastal or mountain environments, which I
discussed in lesson four — I mean the accommodation itself. Should you rent or buy a house, condo or
apartment?
The answer to this question depends on so many other issues — such as financing, your timeframe,
your choice of region and neighborhood, your future plans, and local laws — that it can’t really be
answered on its own. Fundamentally, the choice of renting versus buying a property overseas depends
on the same myriad of factors as those you face when making the same decision in the U.S.
For example, if you have limited exposure to a country and aren’t 100% certain that it’s where you
want to live permanently, then renting is an obvious choice. Similarly, if you’re getting on in years and
suspect that you may want to return to the U.S. within the next decade or so, then renting makes more
sense.
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By contrast, if you want security of title, the ability to make major modifications to your home,
and/or the possibility of gaining equity that you can liquidate later, then purchasing a home — or
something similar, such as a long-term leasehold (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leasehold) — may be a
better option.
A decision to buy must be made very carefully. Some of the most important considerations include:
•

Your Future Plans: Consider if you want a short or long-term investment. If you are planning
to move in several years, will you have to sell your property in order to be able to move? Or, can
you keep your property or rent it?

•

Rental Potential: If you think you might rent out the property in the future, talk with a real
estate agent about the local rental market.

•

Property Taxes: Talk with a local tax expert about real estate taxes in your new location. You
will want to know what taxes will apply should you decide to rent the property later on.

•

Renovation: If you are planning to buy, the decision to buy a property that needs renovations
should be carefully made. Talk with other expats who have renovated about permits,
contractors, contracts, costs and more. You will want to hire contractors that are trustworthy.
Remember, too, that language could be a barrier, so you will want assistance if you need help
with translations and overseeing the construction.

DID YOU KNOW
This handy Rent or Buy Calculator (http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/business/buy-rentcalculator.html?_r=0) will help with your number crunching when you are weighing your options
to buy or rent in your new location. It works perfectly well for both U.S. and foreign property
markets.

Property Ownership Rules
A major factor that will influence your rent-vs.-buy decision will be the different property
ownership rules in foreign countries. Foreign ownership of property isn’t always as simple as purchasing
in the U.S. Many countries only allow nationals or permanent residents to buy, while some will allow
long-term leases, and some will permit a full purchase.
In Central America, for example, what Americans may think of as real property may be shares in a
corporation. And some governments have restrictions on the transfer of cash and other assets out of the
country, so if you decide to sell, you may not be able to take the proceeds of the sale with you.
Basically, it comes down to knowing the rules, laws, and regulations of the foreign country. One
common restriction is that foreigners can’t own land within a certain distance of national borders. The
distance from the border varies from one country to another. In Panama, for example, foreigners can’t
own land within six miles of the borders with Costa Rica or Colombia. Nevertheless, you’ll often see
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property advertised for sale to foreigners within
border areas. The seller may even tell you that
you can get around the restriction by holding
the property in a corporation rather than in your
personal name. That’s certainly possible — but it
may be illegal.
Beaches are public across most of Latin
America. Ownership of waterfront property
within a certain distance of the high water mark
is often restricted, both for foreigners and locals.

DID YOU KNOW
In Thailand, foreigners can’t own land
in their own right. Instead, farang who want
to buy a home must either start a property
holding company — of which they may only
own 49% of shares — or ask a trusted local
to hold the title in their stead.

EXAMPLE
Let’s take a good example that’s popular with expats — Mexico.
Currently, the only way foreigners can buy much sought-after beachside property is through
front companies, as Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution (http://www.oas.org/juridico/mla/
en/mex/en_mex-int-text-const.pdf ) prohibits non-Mexicans from directly owning land within
31 miles of the coast and 62 miles of the nation’s borders.
Foreign buyers purchasing a property in these areas need to set up a 50-year bank trust
known as a fideicomiso to hold the property. But the fideicomisos provide a perfectly legal way to
own beach property in Mexico. You can renew the trust, sell the property, use the property, and
pass it to your heirs. But the system provides a lucrative business for middlemen.
There are strong sentiments about such matters in Mexico, which was frequently invaded
by foreign powers in the 19th and early 20th century. Mexico set up the restrictions to ensure
national security and avoid the creation of foreign enclaves like the one that grew up in a former
Mexican province known as Texas, where the foreigners eventually rebelled and split from
Mexico.
But Mexico is on course to change the rules that restrict foreign buyers from buying property
on coastal plots and its borders. The lower house of Congress recently voted to loosen the
longstanding restrictions, but change still needs to be approved by the Senate and by Mexico’s 32
state legislatures.

Another common restriction relates to ownership of undeveloped land, agricultural land, or
properties over a certain size. This is intended to prevent foreigners from becoming dominant in the
local land markets. Brazil and Argentina, for example, restrict the purchase of agricultural land by
foreigners.
On some Caribbean islands, foreigners need permission to purchase real property of any kind
and that sometimes involve a special tax. Foreigners may also have to buy property at the minimum
purchase price.
Lesson Six: Moving House and Home
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You may also face restrictions on your use of the property after you buy. If you buy a plot to build
on, you may need to build a house of a certain size, standard, or within a certain timeframe. Sometimes
you can’t build more than one house, or convert a larger property into smaller units. And you may find
that you can’t rent your home out after purchasing it.
Of course, you expect the law, red tape, and fees to be different. But what you might not be
prepared for are the cultural differences surrounding property, which are just as important. For example,
a friend of mine who moved to Ireland learned that the boundaries of rural properties in that country
can be “more or less” defined. It’s up to you to pin down the borders precisely. Irish surveyors’ reports
can be vague, their recommendations sketchy. As I pointed out in Lesson Four, we Americans are
accustomed to safety nets. In the States, there’s always someone you can go to who will help you redress
your grievances. In much of the rest of the world, it doesn’t work that way.
For these reasons, unless you are very familiar with the country, I recommend renting for the first
little while — six months to a year gives you time to get to know the place before you make any firm
commitments. This also allows you time to find local professionals to help with other rentals or if you
decide to invest in property — a real estate agent and lawyer. Here are some other benefits of renting:
1. You’re mobile and flexible. No matter how much you enjoy your new location, sometime
down the road you may decide you’d like to find out what it would be like to spend time
someplace else. Maybe you’d like to move again or perhaps divide your time among two or three
destinations each year. It’s easier than you might imagine to organize a wandering retirement
along these lines, especially if you haven’t invested in a permanent residence in any one place.
2. You avoid the carrying costs of home ownership. A residence of your own means maintenance
and repair expenses. It requires homeowner’s insurance and caretaking. In some places, it obliges
you to pay property tax. Renting, you have none of these expenses — only rent.
3. If you buy with financing, you will require local life insurance. In the U.S., you can buy a
life insurance policy that will cover you through age 100. Typically, in the rest of the world, you
won’t be able to obtain a policy to cover you beyond age 70 or 75. If you’re 65 at the time you
apply for financing, you’ll be offered, at best, a 10-year loan. It’s better than no loan at all, but
perhaps not good enough to make the idea of borrowing sensible.
4. Investing in a home in a foreign country means you need a will in that country. I discussed
this in Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad, and it is a serious complicating factor.

REMINDER
This section of the lesson serves to emphasize the No. 1 rule when buying abroad: hire a
good local attorney before you buy, before any money changes hands. I can’t stress this enough.
Before you get carried away and sign a sale contract or commit your life savings to that dreamy
beach condo, get your attorney to check it out. And that means starting with the basics — can
you buy that property as a foreigner? If you can’t, or you face restrictions you can’t live with,
keep looking. Don’t fall into the trap of getting emotionally attached to a home and trying to
figure out a grey area where you think you’ll comply with local laws.
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Here’s another reason why you might want to rent rather than buy: you may have no choice. In
some of the world’s best places to live abroad, financing isn’t an option. Nicaragua, Honduras, Uruguay,
and Ecuador, for example, are cash economies. No local bank is going to lend a foreigner money to buy
a house.

A Property Checklist
Here’s a checklist of the most important things to consider, whether you’re renting or buying:
•

What is the drive time from the nearest airport?

•

What is your access and right-of-way? That is, how do you get to your house or property? Must
you cross another person’s property? If so, are you certain your neighbor can’t ever restrict your
access?

•

Is the property accessible year-round, including in the rainy (sometimes called the “winter”)
season? Streams that barely flow or don’t at all during the dry season can be raging torrents
when the rain starts.

•

How far away is the nearest medical care facility? How far is the nearest hospital? Is there
ambulance service?

•

Is there enough water and water pressure? Is there hot water? In some parts of the world, it’s not
uncommon that some bathrooms might be plumbed with cold water only.

•

What distance are you from day-to-day services (grocery stores, pharmacies, banks, etc.)?
Consider this (and proximity to medical care facilities) in terms of time rather than distance.
Ten miles on a rough dirt road can translate to an hour or more of travel time in the rainy
season, for example.

•

Will you need a car living in this place? Where will you park it?

•

What’s included with the property? In Argentina and Panama, for example, when you buy
a home, you typically buy bare, stripped walls and empty rooms — no lighting fixtures, no
appliances.

•

Who will look after the property while you’re away? At what expense?

•

Will you be able to rent the place out while you’re elsewhere?

Setting Up on the Other End
One of the joys of life in any country is dealing with the providers of essential services. You need
them more than they need you, and they know it. Some countries handle this just fine; others make you
go through a bit of effort first. It’s a lottery.
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The basics everywhere include water, energy,
heating and cooling, and communications. I’ve
discussed communications in other lessons,
and it’s clear that having decent Internet
access is the key in this day and age. In most
counties, telecommunications are either a semicompetitive market or part of a state monopoly.
For the other basic services, it’s almost
always a state monopoly utility.
As P.T. explains: “If someone from the
phone company promises to let you know when
you can expect to have your phone installed …
you won’t ever hear back from anyone. You have
to contact them every day and ask when the
phone will be installed. You have to be polite
and non-aggressive though, otherwise you’ll just
make matters worse.”

EXAMPLE
Consider an example from a story we
published in the Sovereign Investor Daily.
P.T. Freeman obtained residence in the
Caribbean island nation of Dominica, gave
up his U.S. citizenship, and settled down for
a tropical life of sun, relaxation, and freedom
from taxes, intrusive government, and a
budding police state.
Shortly after arrival in Dominica, P.T.
applied for telephone service. Alas, it ended
up taking him eight months to get it because
he assumed that when he was told it would
happen “soon,” that meant the next few days.

Living in the U.S., one learns to deal with bureaucracy over several decades of life. Now, in your
new overseas home, you’re going to recreate all that in a few weeks or months. You’re going to do this in
a language you probably don’t fully comprehend.
Be prepared for some frustration. Arranging for services may not be as straightforward as you
might hope. Representatives scheduled to appear Tuesday may show up Thursday, or not at all. Services
scheduled to be installed next week probably won’t be. You’ll need to get used to that — and to find
ways around it.
The first thing to do is to buy a local cell phone in your new country. During a scouting trip, invest
in a prepaid phone. These are super-cheap in most of the world and can be all you need, not only
initially, but also long-term. You’ll need that to contact the other service providers.
Electricity and gas aren’t optional, so start here. Unless you’re moving into a just-built apartment
or house, the electricity will be hooked up already and perhaps already turned on. If you’re renting, the
account with the local electric company (and, therefore, the electric bill) will probably remain in the
name of the landlord.
If your new home is serviced by mains natural gas, you’ll need to sign up for service with the local
provider. Several countries lack mains gas service, however, so people use bottled gas (propane) for
cooking and hot water. If this is the case where you live, you’ll need to ask around to find out whom
to call to have new propane tanks delivered. You may be asked to leave a deposit for the first delivery.
You’ll want two tanks on hand at all times, the one you’re using and an extra to switch to when the first
one runs out. When one runs out, you call the service for them to come to exchange it.
As for communication, you’ll use Skype or another VOIP system for international calls (as I’ve
mentioned before, this will be a principle line of communication with your family and friends), which
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means you need Internet. In many places around the world, as in the United States, cable, telephone,
and Internet are all provided by the same company, meaning you can opt for a package that provides all
three services for less cost and hassle.
Now, in much of the world, your rental or real
estate agent should be able to help you set up these
services — another advantage of renting. Most
agencies have people whose job it is to get utilities
installed or transferred into your name. If the agent
you’re working with doesn’t offer, ask. Sometimes,
he or she will do it for a small fee, which can be well
worth it, given the time and hassle it can save you.
Once your utilities are set up, you’ll eventually
have to pay the associated bills. In places where the
local mail system functions, this can be as simple as
receiving your bill in the mail, writing a check, and
mailing back the payment.

DID YOU KNOW
In much of Latin America, on the
other hand, utility companies deliver
bills by hand each month. If you’re
not home, they can be lost, so it’s a
good idea to make friends with the
neighbors to take delivery for you.
And if they are late, ask about them.

In countries with a decent banking system, you can set up most utility payments on direct debit,
and the amounts due will be automatically deducted from your local bank account on a specified day
each month.
And in some countries, you must make a monthly trip to the local gas and electric company. If the
office is far from your home, you’ll want to plan utility payments to coincide with weekly shopping and
errand runs.
If you would also want assistance in making sure your bills are paid, beside the real estate agent
you work with to help set up your services, you could consider hiring someone to manage it for you.
You could ask a member of the local expat community, or one of your neighbors. There are often even
young educated people without steady jobs who can help. Of course, make sure the person who you
choose is reliable and honest — which may mean taking advice and recommendations from your estate
agent, expat friends, and neighbors.

PART 2: MOVING YOUR STUFF
This is a subject I know intimately, since I’ve done it several times myself: moving household
belongings overseas. I have moved my household to and from the U.S. four times.
In this section, I’m going to focus on two interconnected issues. One of them — what to take with
you — is largely personal, but the mechanics and finances of shipping do have a bearing on it. The
other, the actual shipping process, is more straightforward, but its complexity and cost depends a lot on
the choices you make when you’re planning what to pack.
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What to Take, and What to Leave Home
Let’s start with the core issue: What’s going with you? How do you decide? There will usually be a
debate on what to ship or not, particularly as family members may have different opinions.
To simplify this process, I’m going to divide the planning process into three “tests”:
•

Can you live without it? Nothing is irreplaceable, but some things have sentimental or other
intrinsic value.

•

Is it worth shipping? Some things are cheaper to replace on the other side.

•

Can it go? Not everything is welcome in every country. There are agricultural, veterinary, and
other rules that will have a bearing on our decisions.

Let’s review these one by one.

The “Can I Live Without It?” Test
There is always a family debate on what is worth shipping or not. This normally rages prior to
shipping, but sometimes it happens after the shipper arrives. You want to avoid that — time is money.
This really isn’t a question of what’s worth shipping, however. It’s about the things that are
important to you for sentimental or intrinsic reasons. For example:
•

Heirlooms, big and small, valuable and not.

•

Collections, including libraries, art, music, stamps, and other items.

•

Musical instruments, up to and including pianos.

•

Cooking gear, such as beloved pots and pans.

You get the picture … it’s important that you get it before you plan your move, so you don’t end up
having to make hasty decisions at the last minute that you may regret.
There is no single way to do this. I’m a bit of a pack-rat, so I tend to take everything I can. However,
there are things I’ve hauled across oceans at great expense that I’ve never used, so I know firsthand that
it’s worth making the effort to know what you can and can’t live without beforehand. Here are some
guidelines:
•

Remember that it is a family decision. Everyone moving has a say.

•

Think about the things that give you comfort on a daily basis. Even if you don’t use them, their
presence makes you feel happy and secure. I have odds and ends that fall into this category that
go with me everywhere because they remind me of “home” — or rather, they make wherever I
am home.
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•

Consider your short-, medium-, and long-term intentions. If you’re moving for an exploratory
sojourn, leave the library and the piano. If you know you’re going to be there for a long time,
plan accordingly.

•

In the case of heirlooms, think about the next person in line to inherit them. Does it make sense
to take them abroad only to have to bring them back?

•

It helps to have a shipping target — a sense of how large or small the shipping container you
will hire will be. That will help focus your decision-making.

The “Is It Worth Shipping?” Test
To begin with, for each of your borderline possessions, ask yourself: “Would I replace it if I lost it?”
Just because you have something doesn’t mean you need it. If you’re ambivalent, leave it.
As a general rule, small items that are relatively expensive to replace are usually worth shipping. For
example, glassware and crockery don’t take up much space, and since shipping costs are usually based
on a volume, small cartons of crockery are likely to be much cheaper to ship than to replace. With that
in mind, it’s worth researching possible replacement costs online or during a pre-move visit to your new
home, and using that to make your decision.
When it comes to furniture, you can apply a little science. First, determine the size of an item by
measuring all three dimensions in inches. Then multiply these dimensions together and divide the
result by 1,728. This will give you the cubic volume of the item. If you know the cost per cubic foot of
shipping to your destination — which you can get by a quick call to a few shipping companies, even
before you have a formal estimate — you can quickly determine the rough cost of shipping that item.
Add 20% for unforeseen costs (see “The Shipping Process” below). Then you can compare that to the
local replacement cost. Bear in mind, though, that items like tables and cabinets that have a lot of
empty space will be filled with smaller items packed under or inside them, so they won’t cost as much to
ship as their volume would suggest.
One area where there’s been a lot of change since I made my first move abroad in the 1980s is
electronics. In those days, many items were expensive and hard to find abroad. It made sense to take
them with me and use adapters for the local current (often 220 volt in South Africa as opposed to the
U.S. 110 volt standard — here’s a handy website to check voltage requirements for countries around the
world: http://aglobalworld.com/international-voltage/country-voltage.php). Now, however, electronics
have become so cheap and universal that it’s almost always easier to buy new items abroad. The same is
true for most small and large appliances. I would only take high-end stereo equipment and specialized
musical instrument amplifiers and the like; the rest I’d replace locally.
All that said, it is important to research the question “Is it worth shipping?” since many countries
apply hefty import duties to consumer goods, and it may well be cheaper to bring yours. Also if you’re
moving to a small country with a limited market, prices may be higher than you think, so check before
you decide.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Bring with you electrical adapters and transformers, as required, for your computers,
radios, and other electrical appliances. You may not be able to buy them at your destination
since there’s usually not enough need for stores to carry them.

The “Can It Go?” Test
Very few people who haven’t experienced an international move are aware of the many restrictions
on transporting certain items internationally. Even if you have traveled many places, there are many
restrictions about moving items vs. just carrying them with you while on vacation. But similar to how
you have to fill out a customs form to declare what you are bringing into a country, you need to do
the same when moving your belongings. Countries want to protect their environment, and don’t want
alien bugs arriving in your consignment. Your moving company should provide you with an up-to-date
customs guide containing all the relevant information. You can also contact the embassy or consulate of
your destination country for further information.
Before you decide what to take and what to leave, you should know:
•

Anything associated with soil, such as garden equipment, shoes, outdoor gear, bikes, etc. should
be thoroughly cleaned and preferably disinfected before shipping. Garden tools can have their
blades painted to seal them and show that they are clean.

•

Items made of plant or animal material can cause issues. Things made of wicker, cane, bamboo,
animal hides, ivory, horn, and the like may be subject to a thorough examination which may
result in extra import duties, fumigation charges, or even disposal charges if they have to be
destroyed on arrival. Wooden furniture should be fine, but may be inspected for evidence of
past or present woodborer activity.

•

If you plan to take any food and/or alcohol in your shipment, be prepared to answer detailed
questions about the items (food = ingredients and manufacturer details; alcohol = country
of origin, type of alcohol, volume of bottle and volume of alcohol, value). YOU will almost
inevitably be charged import duties on alcohol.

A Shipping Survey
A shipping survey is a professional examination to determine the volume and cost of your shipment.
A shipping company can do this, or you can hire an independent surveyor whose results you can
provide to shippers. The result of the survey will be an official estimate of the volume of material to be
shipped, its value for insurance purposes, the likely customs duties, as well as any special precautions to
be taken in packing — for example, delicate or bulk items.
Make sure you’ve decided what’s going with you before you have a survey done. Otherwise your
quotation may not be based on an accurate volume. If there are items you’re unsure of, ask the surveyor
for advice during the survey. Surveyors will be able to provide information on the customs requirements
in the destination country which may influence your decision on certain items.
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If you like, you can do a home inventory as part of the process of preparing for a shipping
survey. Taking a home inventory is a little more detailed and time consuming than just making
a list of items that you think you’ll be moving, but it has the advantage of being useful for
insurance purposes. You can read more about creating an inventory list by visiting sites such as
http://moving.about.com/od/packingtipsandtricks/a/home_inventory.htm.
When making a preliminary assessment of what to take, be aware of areas in your home where
you’ll need to spend extra time. Closets, garages, dens, and home offices are spaces where most of us
store things we don’t use on a daily basis. Make note of these spaces to ensure you have enough time to
go through them; if you leave sorting to the last minute, you’ll find that you’re packing up everything
even though you know you don’t really need it all. Here are some handy tips I’ve learned over the years:
•

Remove everything from the space. Take out all the boxes, the clothes, the shoes, the tools —
everything. If you’re sorting the garage, remove everything and place it in the center of the room
or outside the space.

•

Make two piles: “keep” and “don’t keep.” You can even go a step further and sort the “don’t
keep” into a sell, donate and/or recycle pile. To decide if an item should be kept or tossed, ask
yourself how often you’ve worn or used it in the last year. For clothing, it should have been
worn at least twice to warrant keeping it. If you want to keep the item “just in case,” then don’t;
usually that means you’ll never use it.

•

Go back to your “keep” pile and look at the items again — more than once. If you find
yourself hesitating over something, add it to the “don’t keep” pile.

The Shipping Process
Finding an international shipper is not difficult since there are so many of them. Most international
household moving agencies work in similar ways, and are tightly integrated to domestic U.S. moving
companies.
There will be a global “franchise” company that manages the overall process. That company may
operate under a recognizable local brand name, but be part of a much larger international operation
with another name. Their coordinating role is to organize a local mover, who packs up your stuff and
puts it into a container; a shipping company that moves the container onto a ship and transports it to
your destination; and another local mover in your destination country who takes the container to your
new home and unpacks it. The top-level company will also manage customs duties, insurance, and
other formalities.
The overall shipping process sounds complicated, but it really isn’t that big of a deal. Besides
shopping for a reputable, reliable shipper that can move your things to your new home, your main role
is to decide what goes and stays.
It’s also important to know the shipping costs, which depend on a number of factors. There is a basic
international cost estimator you can use (http://www.mymovingreviews.com/intl-cost-estimator.php),
but bear in mind that many factors influence cost, including the popularity of your destination. Since
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almost all shipping companies hire container space on commercial container ships, the frequency of
shipping to your destination will determine the rates you will pay, as well as the speed of shipping.
Start by reading international relocation reviews. Before getting quotes, find out which companies
are reliable and trustworthy. Common names include:
•

United (http://www.unitedvanlines.com/mover)

•

Atlas (http://www.atlasvanlines.com/international-movers)

•

Allied Van Lines (http://www.allied.com/international-moving-company/international-moving)

There are also useful comparative quote sites, such as 123Movers (http://www.123movers.com/
international-movers) and Credio (http://moving-companies.credio.com).
Also, make sure you are aware of the types of moving insurance and rates
(http://www.mymovingreviews.com/move/moving-insurance-types-cost).
Get at least several international relocation quotes. Remember to compare apples to apples by
specifying what the estimate should include. For example:
1. Company experience. How long has the mover been working in the industry and how many
are the claims that they get? What percentage of the claims per year has not been resolved?
2. Customs. Does the company provide assistance at your destination for efficient passage of your
household items through the customs?
3. Special services. Does the company offer crating or storage if there are delays?
4. Are there any hidden costs that you may have to cover? For example:
a. Packing labor and packing supplies: Packing materials and the packing service is a part
of a full moving service. Some companies may try to tell you that your items require special
packing materials for extra safety during transportation. Always read the fine print.
b. Moving Insurance: When you sign your Bill of Lading, you automatically get basic coverage
(called valuation), but you may require additional moving insurance. Many companies offer
Full Value Protection, which guarantees replacement valuation for damages and missing
items. Keep in mind that moving insurance depends on the declared value of your items.
c. Extra charges for bulky items: If your items appear to be heavier or oversized you will be
charged with additional moving fees. This may come into play with pianos, pool tables,
motorcycles, wall units, playgrounds, lawn mowers and other hard to transport items. You
may also be charged for every ascended flight of stairs to your floor (the first flight is usually
indicated to be free).
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d. Long carry fees: If your movers cannot park the truck in a certain distance to your doorsteps
you will be charged more. In some cases, you can request a parking permit from the city town
hall for your movers for the specific day and time of the move. If not, speak directly to your
movers to find out their long carry fee terms when booking.
e. Elevator fees: In case an elevator is involved, a one-time fee may be charged. Some
companies will not charge you this fee if you have reserved an elevator exclusively for the
move with the building management.
f. Storage fees: Storage is usually included in your estimated moving cost, but it may be
limited, after which you may be charged. This can happen if there is a delay due to customs,
weather, or other factors outside the moving company’s control.
g. Environmental charges: Some moving companies charge for the disposal of the used moving
boxes, tape and garbage that is left after the move is complete.
h. Hoisting fees: If you have items like a large sofa that does not fit the door and must go
through the window, movers charge a hoisting fee. If you have such items, you should contact
the moving company and research their hoisting charges in advance.
i. Express delivery fee: Some moving companies charge additional express delivery fees if you
need your items delivered in a tight delivery window. Usually for a long distance move if you
request a delivery within a week or less this additional charge may apply.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Assume it will take at least a month for your cargo to make the journey. Add days for packing,
unpacking, pick-up, and delivery. Estimate five to six weeks, door-to-door.
Be present, for both the packing and unpacking.
Prepare an itemized packing list of what is in each box. The shipping company should do this
for you. Without it, customs will open and inspect every box and package.
Insist that your cargo be kept separate from anyone else’s. It’s best if you can arrange for (and
fill) your own shipping container. This way, there’s no chance for confusion.
Buy the insurance offered by the freight forwarder. You are most likely insured against
complete loss of the container automatically as part of your arrangement. But anything short of
that is your own responsibility.
Typically, insurance costs 2% of the declared value of the shipment.
Don’t pay any duty on your personal household belongings. You shouldn’t be required to, no
matter where you are relocating, as long as you claim the goods have been used prior to the move.
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Summary
In this lesson, I’ve discussed:
•

The decision to rent or buy a place to live.

•

The vagaries of property ownership for foreigners.

•

What to consider when choosing a property.

•

Setting up basic services.

•

Choosing what to take with you when you move.

•

Finding and using an international mover.

One of the takeaways from this survey is that much of what you need to do will have to wait until
you get to your new home. That’s why I believe being prepared to rent at first makes much sense — it
gives you a chance to adapt.
Now, there are additional issues included in moving, such as valuables, pets, cars, firearms, personal
records, and other important items. These are being covered in a supplemental reading, available on the
Plan B Club website under Lesson Five “Supplemental Reading.”
For the next lesson, I will be discussing a topic that is often off the radar when thinking about a
move abroad … your personal safety.
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LESSON SEVEN:
STAYING SAFE AND
SECURE ABROAD

PART 1: WHAT MAKES YOU SAFE?
In the run-up to this course, we conducted a survey to see what issues made Americans interested in
moving abroad. Besides concerns about the future of the U.S. government, wealth confiscation, taxes,
and the like, one of the big concerns expressed was personal safety.
I know a bit about that concern. My other home is South Africa, one of the most violent and crimeridden countries on the planet. Crime and precautions against crime are one of the things every South
African takes for granted. You get used to it; it’s part of the background of everyday life. Being crimeaware is second nature.
But you know what? Belize, St. Kitts, and the Bahamas — all popular with expats — have higher
crime rates than South Africa. Honduras, which has its fair share of expats, is the number-one ranked
crime capital of the world. Mexico is not far behind South Africa. Indeed, if you look at a ranking of
countries by crime rate (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_intentional_homicide_
rate#By_country), you’ll find some surprises.
This illustrates two critical facts about crime and about personal safety issues around the world.
Firstly, it depends to a great extent on economics, social conditions, and history. Countries that are
similar in many ways may have different crime patterns because of different histories — for example,
slavery, colonialism, war, and so on. Income, social inequality, and democracy are also major factors.
Nicaragua and Guatemala are right next door to each other, but worlds apart when it comes to crime.
Secondly, crime varies enormously within countries, by region and by population group — so much
so that some parts of the highest-crime countries on earth are safer than some of the safest countries.
Understanding why this is true is critical to your sense of safety when you live abroad.
I say “sense” of safety for a reason — you
want to be safe, but you also want to feel safe. You
DID YOU KNOW
can feel insecure in a statistically safe place — as
many Americans do — and you can feel safe in a
You can explore the details of crime
statistically unsafe place. It all depends on what you
in many countries through an interactive
know, how you incorporate that knowledge into your
map you can find at http://www.numbeo.
life, and your sense of perspective. Some countries
com/crime/gmaps_rankings_country.
are practically crime-free — such as northern Europe
jsp?indexToShow=main&title=2013-Q1.
— while others have high crime stats, but can be
just as safe if you know what you’re doing. The latter
include some of the most popular expat destinations, including Central and South America and the
Caribbean.
My approach to personal safety abroad is rooted in my own experience of traveling in over 75
countries, including some of the poorest and most violence-prone on earth, such as Haiti, Ethiopia,
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Honduras, and El Salvador.
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The conclusion I’ve reached — and that I want you to think about as you go through this lesson —
is that whether we like it or not, the United States is currently in the process of “catching up” to many
“third world” countries when it comes to crime. We are rapidly becoming more like them, for the same
reasons.
The U.S. has a relatively low violent crime rate — about the same as Thailand. But within that low
rate, there are pockets of high crime. For example, some cities like Chicago and New Orleans have very
high murder rates. The key is to understand that the things that drive crime in those places — poverty,
inequality, lack of opportunity, and the breakdown of social norms — are the same things that drive
crime in other countries.
The key is that those other countries have had generations to get used to this state of affairs, and
have evolved ways of dealing with and isolating crime (often unfairly, in my opinion) within certain
communities. Many times — and as you would expect — crime is rampant in poor communities but
almost nonexistent in better-off neighborhoods.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
While statistics can give us an indicator of what crime rates are like in each country,
it’s also important to remember that crime statistics are generally better indicators of the
existence of law enforcement and willingness of people to report crimes, than the actual
crime frequency itself. Visit www.NationMaster.com.
So the high national crime rate that you see in, say, Belize or South Africa, reflects a problem in
certain communities and certain areas of those countries. Other areas are relatively safe. But the total
number of people living in those high-crime conditions is large compared to the national population.
This makes the overall crime stats look bad.
The U.S. is experiencing a rapid decline into “third world” structural conditions. Inequality is
growing rapidly, unemployment is high, and many young people feel little sense of opportunity and
hope for the future. At the same time, the wealthy are increasingly segregating themselves from the rest
of the country, just like in Brazil or South Africa.
Over the next decade or so, I predict that America will become more like South Africa, or Brazil,
or even Haiti — a divided country with a small group of well-off, “haves” living in relatively secure
isolation from a larger group of increasingly desperate “have-nots”. Crime will increase, but so too will
the techniques and habits that isolate the fortunate few from it. You’ll start to see the high walls, razor
wire, and private security services you see in the “third world” in our own neighborhoods.
So to return to my question for this section, “What makes you safe?” isn’t where you live. It’s how
the place you live has evolved and adapted to its social, economic, and historical conditions, and how
you’ve adapted to it. The U.S. is like an innocent, sheltered child who hasn’t yet come to terms with the
real world of poverty and inequality. The countries you’re likely to move to may have more crime overall
than the U.S., but they’ve learned how to deal with it. You can learn too, so there is less to be concerned
with than aggregate crime rates might imply.
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The remainder of this lesson covers two broad areas: protecting yourself, and securing your
belongings.
You’ll find that self-protection is largely a matter of local knowledge and of learning the ropes,
whereas protecting your property is a question of understanding that there are lots of people who are
desperate enough to steal, and taking sensible precautions accordingly.

PART 2: PROTECTING YOURSELF
Honestly, there isn’t a lot to say about personal safety abroad that is different from what most
of us already know: keep your eyes open and behave according to the reality of your surroundings.
Nevertheless, there are some general issues that most Americans won’t have encountered unless you’ve
traveled a lot, so I’m going to focus on those.
Before I do, remember that crime
in itself isn’t a reason to stop you from
moving abroad. As I’ve said before, my
move was the best decision of my life. It
can be for you, too. And you may well be
safer in your new country than you are, or
will be, in the U.S. itself. I lived in one of
the highest-crime environments on earth,
statistically speaking, for almost three
decades and I’m here to tell the tale.

DID YOU KNOW
Most other countries have a telephone-based
emergency services like the U.S. “911” system. Visit
http://matadornetwork.com/abroad/how-to-dial911-around-the-world for a list of such services in
many countries. Take note, however, that they are
typically based on GSM cell phones, not landlines,
since cell phones are much more common abroad.

It’s true that I lost a friend to criminal violence during those years, but his tragic case illustrates the
point I made above: it’s all about where you live within the country. My friend was killed in a carjacking
in a township area, where crime tends to be concentrated in South Africa. Although I spent a lot of time
in those areas for work and personal reasons, I knew how to behave, and most importantly, I was wellaware of the risks I was taking.
Here are some general tips (some may seem common sense, but these are good reminders, nonetheless):
•

Before you travel, and when abroad, check the U.S. Bureau of Consular Affairs
(http://travel.state.gov/content/travel/english.html) and the Alerts and Warnings
(http://travel.state.gov/content/passports/english/alertswarnings.html) about the country
and region you’re visiting or living in.

•

Find out what the U.S. Embassy or consulate can do if you need to call on them. Be sure to
register at the local U.S. Embassy or consulate when you arrive. This allows officials to give
information to your family if needed, to replace lost documents more quickly, and to provide
you with up-to-date security advice.

•

Learn the layout of your new surroundings. Learn routes to police and the local hospital.
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•

Avoid carrying large amounts of cash. Carry a separate amount of “mugging money.” If you’re
held up, you can throw the decoy cash and run away toward help or a busy area.

•

When you’re in an unfamiliar area or part of the country, carry a small amount of emergency
money and important local addresses and phone numbers hidden in a money belt.

•

Walk facing the traffic. This way, no cars can sneak up behind you and commit a crime. It
has also been known for thieves on scooters to snatch handbags as they drive past. Keep your
handbag/ suitcase on the side of your body that is away from the traffic. By doing this, you can
also minimize the risk of any accidents, which could arise from not seeing the speeding cars
behind you.

•

Be alert when using public transportation. Steer clear of unlicensed taxis. Better still, hire a
car, or get a bus or train. Try to get a seat at the front of the bus, as you will be near the driver.
You should never go on the top floor of a bus late at night. If you are getting on a train, try to
find a seat in a busy carriage somewhere in the middle of the train. This means you will only
have to walk down half a potentially lonely and poorly lit platform. If necessary, sit close to the
emergency button/intercom.

•

Avoid large crowds and demonstrations.

•

Don’t take photos of anyone without their permission, or of any military or official buildings.

•

Don’t accept food or drinks from people you don’t know.

Now let’s review some aspects of personal safety abroad that may be “foreign” to Americans.

Rural Crime
Most Americans tend to think of rural areas of the U.S. as low-crime. It’s true that for the most
part, crime rates in rural areas and small towns are much lower than in U.S. cities. (When you take
drug and other “victimless crimes” into account, however, they’re not.) The countryside is generally safer
than the city.
That fact lulls some expats into a false sense of security abroad. One of the reasons American rural
areas are relatively peaceful is that they tend to be fairly economically and socially homogeneous. But
in some counties, it’s the opposite. Rural areas, especially in Latin America, may be home to relatively
deprived and even dispossessed people who are desperate and unhappy, or both. This can lead to crime
against better-off residents.
For this reason, be especially careful when you research a rural home or plan to spend significant
time in a rural area. Be aware that you probably cannot take open doors and windows for granted as
you might in a comparable part of the U.S. Get to know your neighbors, and if possible, reach out to
less well-off communities to build a rapport with them and let them know you are aware of and care
about them. Volunteering for local community initiatives and taking part in local festivals (remember
Richard’s story in Lesson Five) can work wonders.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Fire safety, especially when living in more rural areas, is important to plan for, so be sure to
locate the closest fire station. To protect yourself, and your home, make sure to install smoke
detectors and keep fire extinguishers on hand. Also be sure to check the electrical wiring.
Depending on the property you decide to rent or own, it may not have been built to the codes
that you may be accustomed to in the U.S.

Carjacking
I mentioned carjacking in passing above. In some countries this is a real problem, but it’s one
that is becoming less-so as technology, such as Veridot (https://veridot.co.za) and Datadot
(http://www.datadotdna.com), is making it more difficult to sell stolen vehicles.
Nevertheless, it’s wise to learn the best ways to anticipate and avoid a carjacking. The U.S.
Department of State has a useful website on the subject (http://www.state.gov/m/ds/rls/rpt/19782.htm)
that I’ll summarize for you here:
•

Stay alert and be aware of your environment. The most likely places for a carjacking are high
crime areas, rural areas, intersections where you must stop, isolated parking lots, residential
driveways, and traffic jams.

•

In traffic, look around for possible avenues of escape. Keep some distance between you and
the vehicle in front so you can maneuver easily if you need to escape — about one-half of your
vehicle’s length.

•

When stopped, use your rear and side view mirrors to stay aware of your surroundings. Keep
your doors locked and windows up.

•

Keep your car tuned up and full of gas and check your tires before you take a trip. You don’t
want to be stranded and vulnerable.

•

If you’re driving into a gated community, call ahead to have the gate opened. Otherwise wait on
the street until the gate is open before turning in and possibly getting trapped.

•

Think before stopping to assist in an accident. It may be safer to call and report it.

DID YOU KNOW
Here are some common carjacking techniques listed by the U.S. Department of State
(http://www.state.gov/m/ds/rls/rpt/19782.htm):
The Bump: The attacker bumps the victim’s vehicle from behind. The victim gets out to
assess the damage and exchange information. The victim’s vehicle is taken. If you are bumped
from behind or if someone tries to alert you to a problem with your vehicle, pull over only when
you reach a safe public place.
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The Good Samaritan: The attacker(s) stage what appears to be an accident. They may
simulate an injury. The victim stops to assist, and the vehicle is taken.
The Ruse: The vehicle behind the victim flashes its lights or the driver waves to get the
victim’s attention. The attacker tries to indicate that there is a problem with the victim’s car.
The victim pulls over and the vehicle is taken.
The Trap: Carjackers use surveillance to follow the victim home. When the victim pulls
into his or her driveway waiting for the gate to open, the attacker pulls up behind and blocks
the victim’s car.

Kidnapping
Sadly, in some countries kidnapping is a crime targeted at anyone with more money — or perceived
to have more money — than the kidnappers. It’s not just aimed at the super-wealthy. Countries with
kidnapping problems include Mexico, Venezuela, the Philippines, Colombia, Guatemala, Brazil, and
Kenya. Visit http://www.vocativ.com/underworld/crime/places-youre-likely-get-kidnapped-vacation for
more information.

Here are some tips to avoid kidnapping, from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, for its overseas
extension officers. They are sound and easy to implement:
•

Vary your pattern-of-life. Take different routes to frequently-visited locations, don’t travel at the
same time of day, and eat at different cafes and restaurants.

•

Always carry a mobile phone.
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•

Practice the “buddy system.” Individuals are the easiest targets for kidnappers. Travel with
another person, especially when you are in unfamiliar territory.

•

Inform trusted others of your movements. When traveling alone, leave an itinerary with them.
Always inform someone you trust with information about where you’re going, who you’re going
to be with, and when you expect to return.

•

Keep a low profile. Downplay your nationality, dress modestly, don’t wear expensive jewelry, and
don’t flaunt valuable cameras or electronic equipment.

•

If you’re being driven by a cabbie or other driver, keep all private discussions out of earshot of
your driver.

•

Watch your alcohol intake in unfamiliar surroundings. Alcohol impairs your judgment and
makes you less alert to your surroundings. Bars and restaurants frequented by expats are often
watched by spotters looking for potential victims, who they know may be intoxicated when they
leave, especially late at night. I saw this happen in Haiti.

PART 3: PROTECTING YOUR STUFF
Protection from property crime is the same abroad as it is in the U.S. — you know the risks, and
you take appropriate measures in response. Even in my sedate little neighborhood in Georgia, there
is property crime. But it’s almost always due to someone having become complacent and forgotten
the rules. Don’t leave valuables in plain sight. Don’t leave your car unlocked. Don’t leave your front
door wide open unless you’re in the front of the house. It’s the same overseas, but the precautions are
sometimes more elaborate and thorough.
In this section I’m going to walk you through the basics, assuming a relatively common scenario: a
middle-income country with relatively high property high crime, but only isolated personal crime.

The Importance of Neighborliness
Before I get to specifics, remember that the most important defense against crime is to be part of
a community. You don’t have to be visiting your neighbors constantly or attending every local event
to be close enough to them to have them look out for you. Just get to know them, acknowledge them
regularly, do them little favors occasionally, and ask how they are. They will keep an eye on you and
you’ll do the same. And once other people know that you’re on good terms with your neighborhood,
they will treat you as they would treat them, and intervene if they see something happening.
In Lesson Five: Your Personal Relationships Abroad, I mentioned the case of Richard, who moved
to a Caribbean island and got into some difficulty because he hadn’t been paying attention to the social
conventions around him. His case is a bit of an outlier, but it illustrates an important principle: the
extent to which people will protect you from harm depends in part on the extent to which you are seen
to form part of their community. That involves more than just physical presence.
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We Americans tend to see things more in individual, ethical terms. Crime is never OK, and people
who commit it should be condemned by anyone who respects rights to property and the person, even
strangers. But the truth is that in high-crime environments, people have to make decisions about
how much risk to take and how much effort to expend. Some people might intervene out of abstract
principle, but they are much more likely to do so if you are seen and accepted as a valued part of the
community.
That’s why Richard’s story is so important — you need to find out what your new community in
your new home expects of you, so you can expect support and protection from them.

EXAMPLE
The best example I can give of the importance of neighborliness comes from my own
home in Cape Town, South Africa.
Our South African house is directly across the street from a commuter railway line that
runs from Table Bay to Simon’s Town. It’s a beautiful old railway that still functions as a
commuter line for the southern suburbs of Cape Town. We enjoy seeing the trains go by.
But the railway means we have fewer neighbors than if there were houses across the street.
We only have two houses to either side of us. That, plus the high walls on all the houses,
means it’s hard for someone to see a break-in coming from the street.
To counter this, shortly after I moved in 1996, I had a “braaivleis” (South African
barbeque) to which I invited all my neighbors, including those further down the street
and those behind us. I spoke casually to the guests about their strategies for security in our
neighborhood and sought out their opinions on how to make our own home safer.
To my surprise, most of my neighbors hadn’t really thought about taking steps beyond
getting an armed response service and strengthening their security measures like gates
and walls. But it quickly emerged that my initiative in reaching out to them to convene a
neighborhood get-together had awaked a sense of community to deal with the threat of breakins for everyone.
Over the next few months we developed a number of informal security methods that
helped to deal with our exposure to the railway line. The neighbors behind us agreed to drive
down our street every time they went out rather than going around the block, so as to increase
traffic in front of the house, to deter burglars. We set up a phone tree to alert each other if
there were any suspicious activity in the neighborhood. We exchanged keys to our houses.
Finally, we installed gates in our fences so we could easily and quickly get into and out of each
other’s yards, both so we could keep an eye on our houses, and to facilitate rapid escape if
needed.
None of this would have happened if I’d never had that “braaivleis.”
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Protecting Your Home
In my experience in South Africa, break-ins were the most common form of crime, one I
experienced several times. To this day, my South African-born wife is paranoid when it comes to
securing doors, windows, and so on, even though property crime in our U.S. neighborhood is miniscule
compared to South Africa. It’s how she grew up, and is her habit.

Start with Common Sense
Common sense to my wife is based on her South African experience, where the majority of people
are poor, and property crime was often a survival tactic for them, not something they really wanted to
do. When it comes to securing your home, common sense in your new home must be similarly based
on the characteristics of the society around you. In other words, accept that you may not be able to live
the way you have in the U.S. in your new home. It’s not a given, but in some countries you will just
need to accept the need to take security measures. There’s no point in resisting or resenting that — it is
just part of life there.

Perimeter Security
One common form of home security in many countries — and increasingly in the U.S. — is to
live in a gated community. I’ve never cared much for them, but there’s no question that they improve
security relative to living in a traditional neighborhood. Some gated communities cater to expats — I
have friends who live in a large cluster of expat-oriented apartments on the outskirts of Bangkok, for
example. But in many countries middle-class locals live in such compounds too.
Gated communities generally have controlled access points staffed by security personnel. The more
exclusive ones (with higher fees to go with) also have regular internal patrols, often by armed security
staff in golf carts or other quiet transport.
In my experience, the problem with such arrangements is that they cut you off from the
surrounding community, and substitute security measures for the sort of interpersonal solidarity I
prefer. But that’s just me and my lifestyle preferences.
The more practical issue is that gated communities can lull people into a false sense of security. It’s
easy to think that you can leave doors and windows open only to find that someone has climbed over a
perimeter wall or bribed a security guard to gain access to the compound. So although you can be less
vigilant than you might be outside the walls, you still need to be on your guard.
Of course, gated communities also often have important amenities like pools, clubhouses, and the
like, which make them attractive for other reasons. But I would definitely advise renting in such a place
before buying — just to be sure you like the overall atmosphere of an artificially-secure community.

Home Security
In South Africa, our house has an eight-foot wall/fence, security bars on every ground-floor window,
and gates on every door. It also has a security system that radios — not calls — a private armed response
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team if it is activated. The radio is there because crooks usually cut the phone wires before they try to
break in. We didn’t have a big dog, but many of my neighbors there do.
In my travels, I’ve found that South African-style arrangements for home security are more common
— at least outside Europe — than the open American style of suburban living without fences and bars.
It’s just a fact of life. The intensity of it varies from country to country — the most locked-up place
I ever visited was El Salvador. But nearly everywhere I’ve been in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the
Caribbean, that’s the way things are.

Security Services
The second line of defense very common abroad is private security services. Some countries have
wonderful, efficient police services, but that’s the exception rather than the norm. The police often have
their hands full in high-crime areas, and also tend to regard property crime as a social issue that they
can’t really deal with via the law.
Many Americans find this problematic
because they expect that their taxes should
pay for good policing. So you can look at
it this way. One of the reasons many of
us want to go overseas is to pay less taxes
and have less government interference
in our lives. Countries that oblige us in
this regard tend to focus their limited
resources on priority issues. Right or
wrong, property crime against the betteroff usually isn’t one of them. So, just as we
are learning in the U.S., what we don’t get
in terms of government services, we must
pay for ourselves.

DID YOU KNOW
In my travels, I’ve found that ADT Security
(http://www.adt.com/global) is present in one
form or another in almost every country. Even if
they don’t trade directly in a country, they often
own the major local security company. Founded
in 1974 in the U.S., ADT has become the de facto
world leader in the private security industry. They
have branches all over Central and South America.
Because I’ve used them myself at my home in
South Africa, I’m happy to recommend them.

On the bright side, most private security companies are highly efficient and very fast. Like anything
else, shopping around and finding the best deal via local contacts is the way to go.

When You’re Away
If you’re planning to live part-time abroad, you may face the issue of what to do with your home
when you’re away for an extended period. Here are some strategies I’ve seen people use in their homes
abroad:
•

Make sure your neighbors are friendly and willing to look after your place for you.

•

Hire someone or find a friend who can stop by the property regularly to check on it.
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•

Keep your armed response security service active and make sure they can contact you abroad if
there are any issues.

•

See if you can cultivate a relationship with a young couple or family who can live in and act as
caretakers for your property when you’re abroad. This is especially common in rural areas where
there may be tenants living on nearby farmland that you can develop a relationship with.

•

Consider renting out your property to tourists — you can use the same real estate agent who
helped you find the place, if they are willing.

•

Create a strong room where valuables can be kept — not the really expensive stuff, but TVs,
appliances, and the like.

Securing Your Car
Car theft and theft from cars is a big problem in some places, especially where there are black
markets in adjacent countries for stolen cars. This is true in South Africa, where stolen vehicles often
end up in cities all over southern and eastern Africa. Here are the tips I learned for securing your
vehicle. Remember that this is for the worst-case scenario, and you will probably not have to go to these
lengths:

Inside The Car
1. Always lock your car and roll up the windows.
2. Never leave valuables in your car, especially on the seats.
3. Don’t bother putting in an expensive car stereo system unless it’s one that can be removed.
Many countries sell easy to remove systems — you just pull them out of the dash when you
leave your car. Alternatively, you can do what most people are starting to do these days — have
a cheap amplifier in your car that you can plug your smartphone or music player into.
4. If your spare tire is stored on the outside of your car, use a lock to secure it.
5. If your car has fancy wheels (rims), use a locking bolt to secure them.
6. Consider installing a locking system for the hood to prevent battery theft.
7. If your car has a catalytic converter, install a cage that surrounds it to prevent theft for the
platinum content. These are available at all auto parts stores.

The Car Itself
8. If your car lacks internal steering wheel locking, use a steering wheel lock like this when you
park, even for a short while.
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9. Park your car off-street if possible, especially at night. This should be a priority when you look
for a place to live — try to find a place that has a garage or yard where your car can be parked at
night.
10. Sign up for a satellite tracking service, like the “DataDot.” These install a small transmitter in
your car that can locate it anywhere, so if your car is stolen, it can be tracked and recovered.
11. Many modern cars have sophisticated ignition systems that make it difficult to start the car
unless you have a special code. If auto theft is a big deal where you live, consider buying one of
those or having one retrofitted.
Last but not least, remember that a car is just an object. Don’t try to resist if someone tries to hijack
or steal your car when you are present. Just give it to them and let the insurance, tracking service, and
other protective measures you’ve taken do their job.

Property Insurance
Household Insurance
Obtaining and using property insurance overseas is more or less the same as in the U.S. But as with
banking, the rules and practices in foreign countries can be different, and some prior research is usually
a good idea. Unfortunately, given the wide variety of insurance markets and their generally low value,
there isn’t a single “go-to” source of information on foreign insurance on the Internet. You have to
search country-by-country, and rely on the insights of fellow expats living in those countries.
The good news is that almost all the foreign countries where I’ve spent substantial time have much
more consumer-friendly (and more regulated) insurance systems than the U.S.
There is one significant difference, though: high-end international insurers are more likely to write
policies in the sort of countries retirees prefer than in the U.S., at least as a proportion of the market.
This is especially true of Latin America. The difference is due to the fact that the property insurance
markets in such countries are often skewed.
In the U.S., nearly every home is covered by both homeowners’ and personal property insurance
coverage. In many countries, by contrast, a large proportion of households can’t afford insurance.
That means local insurance companies have a much smaller risk pool to work with. Premiums in such
countries can be very high relative to the potential benefits.
As a result, many expatriates obtain property insurance from firms located in the U.S. or Europe
that specialize in international coverage and pool a larger number of clients across many countries.
Particularly for households with valuable moveable property — art collections, for example — it
makes much more sense to insure with a Swiss or British firm specializing in international markets. In
fact, you can often source such insurance from the same types of firms that I discussed in Lesson Two:
Retirement Planning Abroad and Lesson Three: Your Health Abroad, in the sections on international
life and medical insurance.
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TO-DO
Here are some things you can do to prepare to insure your moveable property — furniture, jewelry,
electronics, etc. — overseas:
•

Have any rare or otherwise valuable items professionally appraised in writing within a year of
moving abroad, so these valuations are available to the underwriters of your new insurance
policy overseas.

•

If you don’t already have one, start making an inventory of your household possessions and
other moveable assets you might take with you. Research the current replacement costs of the
things you will take with you and list them on a spreadsheet.

•

If you already have a household inventory, update it with current replacement values.

Banyan Hill and I do not support or recommend any particular insurance provider, so you need to
do your own research; however, here are a few firms to get you started:
•

International Property Insurance (http://internationalpropertyinsurance.com)

•

Geico (https://www.geico.com/getaquote/overseas)

•

Good Neighbor Insurance (https://www.gninsurance.com/international-personal-propertyliability-insurance)

•

Property Abroad (http://www.property-abroad.com/insurance)

Car Insurance
Most countries have similar automobile insurance systems to those in the U.S., although their prices
and performance vary widely from country to country. There are often branches of big U.S. insurers
active in multiple countries, so by all means search for brands you know, or have done business with
before.

DID YOU KNOW
Generally speaking, “poorer” countries — i.e. other than Europe and some Asian
countries — have “pay-as-you-drive” third-party public auto insurance systems paid
through a gasoline tax. These are public funds to cover liability for injuries or death to
others, and in some cases to pay for vehicle damage. The rationale for such systems is pretty
straightforward — poverty and weak law enforcement means many divers are uninsured, so
the state has to step in. You don’t have to sign up for these, but you may need to display an
insurance “token” on your windshield.
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There are three things you need to think about when you’re getting ready to shop for auto insurance
abroad:
1. Your Driver’s License:
a. As I discussed in Lesson Six: Moving Your Special Things, your U.S. driver’s license will
generally be valid overseas for a specific period of time after you arrive. Go to your state
Department of Motor Vehicles and ask for a record of your violations, if one is available.
Assuming there are few or none, take this with you to provide your driving history to an
overseas insurer.
b. Obtain an International Driving Permit before you go.
c. Apply for a domestic driving license as soon as possible, since this may result in lower
insurance premiums.
2. Prior insurance: Bring proof of insurance from your current U.S. auto insurance company. Ask
your U.S. insurer to provide you with a letter listing your claims history and any discounts for
which you are eligible.
3. Coverage limits: Coverage limits in foreign countries may be different than the U.S., especially
for liability and personal injury. On one hand, many countries have publicly-funded third party
liability insurance, so you may be able to carry less of this than you did in the U.S. On the
other hand, some countries have more litigant-friendly legal and court systems, and you may
want to carry more personal injury coverage than you do in the U.S. The only way to find out
is to ask — friends, other expats, and prospective insurers in your new home.

DID YOU KNOW
There are two agencies that the U.S. Department of State has authorized to issue
international drivers licenses/permits:
•

The American Automobile Association (AAA)
http://midatlantic.aaa.com/PopUp%20Pages/Travel/Intl%20Driving%20Permit%20
Application

•

The American Automobile Touring Alliance (also known as the National Auto Club)
http://www.nacroadservice.com/#!international-driving-permit/c2eg

You can also check with your local DMV (http://www.dmv.org/international-driver-permits.
php).
Also, an international driver’s license is valid for one year. After the year ends, you will need
to apply again. And you can specify when you want the license to become active, but it cannot
be more than six months from when the license has been issued.
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LESSON EIGHT:
STAYING CONNECTED

When you’re planning a move overseas, it’s easy to neglect the issues associated with your ongoing
relationship with the U.S. You’re excited and preoccupied with the many things this course has shown
you that you need to do when preparing for your move abroad. Nevertheless, there are a few official and
unofficial things that you need to think about so you stay connected to your U.S. roots.
The good news is that you don’t really need to do much about your links to the U.S. before you go
— most of what I am about to tell you can be done at your leisure, even after you move abroad. A few
things need to be done beforehand, but most of them I’ve already covered in previous lessons, so they’ll
be familiar to you.
This lesson is divided into three parts:
•

The first part discusses the issues that go with American citizenship abroad. This involves
things like which parts of the bureaucracy you must inform that you’re moving overseas,
managing your U.S. tax obligations, and making sure you know how to get help from the U.S.
government should you need it when you’re abroad.

•

The second part of this lesson discusses how to stay in touch with family and friends when
you’re living abroad. This is a matter of technology, but also about how often to contact them,
what to share — and what not to share — with them about your life abroad, as well as your
“tone” when using email and instant messaging.

•

The third part discusses an issue that you may never have to address — how to come back to
the U.S. and re-adapt to life here after a long time overseas. This may be most useful to people
who are going overseas hoping to work or start a business, and who may return to the U.S.
someday.

PART 1: BEING AN AMERICAN
CITIZEN ABROAD
Bureaucracy
Here are some of the government bureaucracies to inform about your impending move overseas.
Some of this has been covered in previous lessons, but it’s good to have a reminder.
•

In Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad, I reminded you that you’ll need to file your
taxes from abroad. You don’t necessarily have to tell the IRS you’re moving, but be sure to find
out where you need to send your tax returns from overseas (https://www.irs.gov/Individuals/
International-Taxpayers/U.S.-Citizens-and-Resident-Aliens-Abroad) — it isn’t the same as the
IRS address you’d use if you were living in the U.S.

•

Also, in Lesson Two: Retirement Planning Abroad, I mentioned that many American states will
continue to expect you to pay state income taxes when you move abroad. This may be true even
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if you don’t maintain a residence in that state. Be sure to consult your state’s Department of
Revenue before you move to clarify their rules in this regard.
•

Finally, I discussed how to sign up for Social Security and to arrange to have your benefits paid
into a bank account (https://faq.ssa.gov/link/portal/34011/34019/ArticleFolder/480/DirectDeposit) electronically, either in the U.S., or abroad. Be sure to take care of this matter before
you move abroad if you plan to access Social Security.

•

You can also register the fact of your residence abroad at the U.S. Department of State. They
also have a Facebook page (http://www.facebook.com/EngageStateDept).

REMINDER
Besides the U.S. government bureaucracies, there are private institutions you need to
inform that you’re moving abroad, as well. Sometimes this will be just a change of address.
In other cases it may be to cancel service, or to have it transferred into someone else’s name,
such as a relative or tenant. Above all, you want them to know that you’re not nearby and that
you will need to conduct business remotely. It’s important to do this so you don’t find yourself
being asked to “come into our office” to attend to it when you’re thousands of miles away.
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•

Your lawyer, including whoever handles your taxes and your estate.

•

Your financial institutions.

•

Your utilities, cable, phone, and Internet providers.

•

Your doctor, dentist, optometrist and other medical professionals you see regularly.

•

Your health insurance company.

•

Your life insurance company.

•

Your car insurance company.

•

Your rental or home insurance company.

•

Your alma mater.

•

Circulation departments of magazines, newspapers and catalogues you subscribe to.

•

Anyone who may need to send you final bills.
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Voting
I’ve mentioned before that we Americans are spread out all over the world. Here’s a map of where
we live, by region:

Every one of these American citizens is entitled to vote from abroad. Under the Uniformed
and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act (UOCAVA at http://www.fvap.gov/info/laws/uocava),
Americans living abroad can vote in federal elections wherever they live. To make sure of this, you
should register in the last state you lived in before moving abroad. You can do this on the Overseas Vote
Foundation (https://www.overseasvotefoundation.org/vote/home.htm) website.
The question of whether you can vote if you don’t intend to return to the U.S. is a red herring based
on a rumor among some expats. There’s no time or “intent” limitation on your right to vote in Federal
elections. The question of intent to return can be relevant at the state level, though, when determining
whether you can vote in state and local elections. A useful directory of state rules in this regard can also be
found on the Overseas Vote Foundation website, which is listed above. (But be aware that for some states,
voting in state elections can also be a factor in determining liability for state taxes.)
Many of us are aware that many U.S. states have imposed new rules regarding the ID required
to vote. This is important to bear in mind before you go abroad. State laws usually have separate ID
requirements for first-time voters, in-person voters, and absentee voters. Overseas voters are absentee
voters. There can be two types of those: those who have previously registered to vote, and first-time
overseas voters.
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To ensure there are no surprises when you try to vote from abroad, consult the website of the
Secretary of State for the state where you plan to vote on the rules for absentee votes overseas.
Unanswered questions on the website can normally be addressed to voting officials telephonically or via
email.
A useful state-by-state overview of state voter ID laws can be found on the Long Distance Voter
website (http://www.longdistancevoter.org). The norm seems to be that where proof of citizenship or
photo ID is required, a copy of the passport in the mailing envelope (but separate from the security
envelope containing your ballot) is the most common solution for overseas voters.

DID YOU KNOW
American Citizens Abroad (http://americansabroad.org/about) describes itself as:
“A non-profit, non-partisan, volunteer association whose mission is to defend the rights
of Americans living overseas. ACA works to represent overseas Americans interests before the
Executive Branch of the US Government, the US Congress, the Federal Judiciary, and in the press.
With offices in Washington DC and Geneva Switzerland, the association draws on more than three
decades of rich experience and knowledge of laws affecting Americans living overseas.”
ACA maintains a list of useful links for expats (https://americansabroad.org/helpfulinformation/links-other-sites), including a special page devoted to voting (https://americansabroad.
org/issues/voting/new-voters-act-fills-gaps-regarding-overseas-americans).

Getting Government Help Abroad
There are two things you should do to keep in touch with our beloved government — one before
you go, and one when you’re overseas.
The U.S. State Department operates a Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (STEP at
https://step.state.gov). When you sign up for it — which you should do before you go abroad —
you automatically receive the most current information about the country where you will be traveling
or living. You also receive updates, including Travel Warnings and Travel Alerts (http://travel.state.gov/
content/passports/english/alertswarnings.html), which you were introduced to in Lesson Seven: Staying
Safe and Secure. They also have country-specific information (http://travel.state.gov/content/passports/
english/country.html), fact sheets, and emergency messages. Finally, they offer reports on possible risks
and security threats in specific countries.

139

Ted Bauman’s Plan B Club

Although many of us are leery
of giving our address to Uncle
Sam, this is one of the important
things you can do — it’s the list
you want to be on. By registering,
the government will be able
to assist you in the case of an
emergency, such as if you lose your
passport, or in case of a natural
disaster.
The travel and contact
information you give the
government makes it easier for
U.S. embassies and consulates to
contact you and your loved ones
during an emergency — including
when your family or friends in the
U.S. are having problems trying to
contact you.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Are you prepared in case of a crisis? Ideally,
it is not something you will have to worry about,
but what if you do? There is a real benefit to
registering with the Smart Traveler Enrollment
Program.
As the STEP website explains, “For example,
after the earthquake in Haiti, we evacuated over
16,700 U.S. citizens and family members. During
the civil unrest in Lebanon in 2006 we assisted
nearly 15,000 U.S. citizens and family members,
and in 2004 we helped thousands more during
the tsunami.”

When you get settled abroad, you must also register with the nearest U.S. embassy or consulate
(http://www.usembassy.gov). This is in addition to registering with STEP, but is important particularly
in countries subject to natural disaster or unrest. It allows the U.S. Department of State to track you
down and get you to safety.

EXAMPLE
In 2004, I was working with an international network of housing organizations in
developing country cities. I had made many friends and colleagues all over the Indian
Ocean basin, including Thailand, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and India.
When the Boxing Day tsunami hit on December 26 that year, I was able to find
out from my contacts where the worst damage and loss of life had occurred. But I was
intrigued to learn that one of the very first organizations to respond to the need for
evacuation from areas like southern Thailand — where there are many vacation beaches
— was the U.S. Embassy in Bangkok.
Because the embassy there had such good connections with the many U.S. citizen
expats who lived permanently in tourist towns like Phuket and Ko Samui, they were able
to get immediate updates from the scene via email and cell phone. This enabled the U.S.
Embassy to offer rapid assistance and evacuation not only to U.S. citizens, but to Thais
and citizens of other countries as well.
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PART 2: FAMILY AND FRIENDS
How to Stay in Touch
I spent over a decade in Africa without coming back to the U.S. at all. At the start of that decade,
my options for staying in touch with family and friends in the U.S. were limited to two: telephone and
letters. Transatlantic phone calls were ridiculously expensive, and letters took two to three weeks to go
from Cape Town to the States, and just as long for responses to come back. By the mid-1990s, email
had begun to emerge; but by that time, I had grown accustomed to my communications with “home”
being few and far between.
Today, the situation is entirely different. In fact, you may find that you communicate more than
you did when living just a few miles away from family and friends. It’s not taken for granted. As I
mentioned in Lesson Five: Your Personal Relationships Abroad, I hear from friends in all corners of
the globe constantly — thanks to email, Facebook, instant messaging (http://www.statista.com/
statistics/258749/most-popular-global-mobile-messenger-apps), Skype (http://www.skype.com),
Google chat (https://support.google.com/chat/answer/161934?hl=en), and the many versions of
chat technology available on cell phone, such as What’s App (http://www.whatsapp.com), which has
basically conquered the world outside the U.S., replacing text messaging.
So there’s no excuse for not being in touch. Whether that’s a good or bad thing is entirely up to you!
For my part, I find that I’m no more talkative than I ever was, but my methods of communicating have
changed. Whereas in the late ’80s I was writing long letters, now I’m more likely just to be forwarding
links to interesting articles on the Internet or appending a few comments to an emailed photo or
personal video shared via my YouTube channel.
But although modern means of communication allows us to stay in touch as often as we like, the
reality is that not being right there with someone makes a difference, as anyone who has served in the
military abroad can tell you.
You can’t see facial expressions and body language (although you can see some of it via video chat).
You can’t really get the tone of voice. Pauses are artificial, and people tend to talk as though they were
on the phone even if they are right on your screen using video chat.
As a result, you tend to miss a lot of non-verbal cues, and it’s easy to misunderstand what
people really mean when they say something via, say, instant message or email. I’m regularly a bit
paranoid about what someone on the other end of a Skype instant messaging chat really means, or
the significance of not getting an immediate reply to an email, and so on. And I’ve been told that I
sometimes come across as much more brash than I really am when I write emails!
It can be confusing for all involved. The bottom line is that everyone tends to “read into”
written and verbal communication more than your correspondents intend. That’s why non-verbal
communication is so important to our species.
So what can you do about that? To begin with, remember that writing and talking — words — are
only one part of being in touch. There are other aspects to it as well. Above all, as Canadian philosopher
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Marshall McLuhan (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall_McLuhan) famously said: “The medium
is the message” — the way you choose to communicate says as much as what you say, and shapes your
content in powerful ways. For example:
•

Sending a handwritten, physical letter once in a while is even more of an expression of care for
your correspondent than it was back in the days when it was the only way to communicate over
distance. I’m pleasantly shocked when I get such a letter nowadays.

•

Similarly, sending photos provides a much more personal touch than words alone. They indicate
to your correspondent that you’re comfortable and intimate enough with them to share images
of your new home, and yourself in it. Sending them as email attachments or instant messages is
much more personal than posting them on Facebook.

•

Send cards and presents on birthdays and holidays. That’s easy — you just keep an Amazon or
other online shopping account and have the gifts delivered in the U.S. I’ve been doing this for
years.

•

You can send flowers, chocolates, and other little tokens of love the same way — just as if you
were living in the U.S.

•

You can send small physical gifts from your new home in mail packages, such as handmade
items and local things you have selected especially for them.

•

Visit, and invite them to visit you. This isn’t cheap, but it’s by far the most rewarding.

What to Say … and What Not
The mechanisms of staying in touch, both technological and tactical, are in many ways not as
important as the content you communicate to the folks back home, and vice versa. Distance makes a
difference. In this respect, always remember two things:
1. They are far away, and cannot assess personally what you tell them about your life, especially if it
is not good news. I’ve found that this is especially important when it comes to health, financial,
or other personal difficulties. Your friends and family can’t rush over to see you to see that you’re
OK, and will worry more than they might need to do. Should you have news to share that may
cause concern, it’s usually a better idea to wait until you know more — and know how the
situation is going to be resolved — before you alert the folks back home.
2. You made a choice to leave, and your “rights” to intervene on some issues may change for
similar reasons. You may not be able to be as involved in your family and friends day-to-day life
like you used to be, either. You have to accept that change while also making sure you routinely
check in to stay connected. It’s possible people might resent the fact that you’re not around to
give more direct support. Don’t take offense to it. The key is to keep the lines of communication
open.
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Applying these principles varies depending on the nature of your relationship to the person back
home. There may be some people who are close enough to you that you can be a little freer with
information, and a little more assertive with your advice, than others.

EXAMPLE
Terence and Belinda live in a remote but well-resourced part of Costa Rica. They
had been there long enough that they had made many friends among the expat and local
community. When Terence’s doctor told him that his cancer might have returned after years
of health, they were tempted to tell their children immediately. But they decided it was best
to wait until they had a fuller report from their doctor.
After a few tense days of waiting for the result of a biopsy from the main hospital in
San José, Terence and Belinda called home to say that the cancer had returned, but it was a
small and isolated tumor that could be removed with outpatient surgery, followed by mild
chemotherapy.
When they told their children back home, they were able to give them not only the
problem, but the path to a solution, and did so with confidence, given their positive
experience of the excellent medical care they had received in Costa Rica. This made a big
difference in how their children received the news.

PART 3: COMING HOME
Reverse Culture Shock
What if you decide to come back to the U.S.? Should be easy, right? After all, you lived there for a
long time before you moved abroad.
Not always. Indeed, Craig Storti, in his book Art of Coming Home (http://www.amazon.com/gp/
product/1931930147?ie=UTF8&tag=expatexchange&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=
9325&creativeASIN=1931930147), explains that “one of the difficulties of returning is that no one
who hasn’t done it expects it to be difficult … Everyone thinks it must be easy to come home.”
The reality is, when living abroad, two major changes occur: we change as a result of living in
another country, and life and people at home change. Adapting to this reality can be tough because
we may tend to idealize home and expect things to be the same as when we left them. There is an
expectation of dealing with financial, cultural, lifestyle, political, etc. changes when moving abroad, but
that mentality isn’t the same when returning to a place where you likely grew up; your “home.” Life as
we lived it is frozen in our memory, making it a foreign place when we actually experience it on our
return. It may even be as foreign as the country you moved to years before.
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There are cultural issues, too. You can experience “reverse culture shock,” and not see it coming. You
can expect to struggle a bit in a new cultural environment when moving abroad, but not in the home
culture you think you know. That culture may have changed.
There are also practical issues. As Katie, an American who lived in Belgium, explained on the useful
site Expat Exchange (http://www.expatexchange.com):
We believed we’d find a house instantaneously, and the mortgage companies would love to lend
to deserving and responsible people like ourselves. Stephen instead returned home to a frustrated
bride and 30 houses that didn’t fit the bill. The banks found it difficult to lend to us, since we
hadn’t paid taxes in the U.S. for two years. We couldn’t buy cars until we’d bought a house. We
couldn’t buy a house until we could find a lender.
The paradox is the better you are at adapting to life abroad, the more difficult it may be to readjust
to life back home. That was certainly true in my case, as I’ll explain shortly.
One of the biggest problems is the loss of the sense of “newness” and adventure. An American who
lived in Thailand for many years told an expat blogger (http://iwasanexpatwife.com/2012/05/07/returnto-singapore) that she was “completely unprepared for reverse culture shock. Life lost that excitement,
the zing and joyfulness I experienced living abroad. It took every ounce of willpower to not buy a plane
ticket and go back.”
Expats who adjust successfully to their host culture are most at risk for reverse culture shock. They
experience changes in values, attitudes, behaviors, ideas, and perceptions when living abroad. They then
have to integrate these changes with their home culture. As the same expat blogger observes:
(Returning expats) may have undergone a fundamental shift in perspective, and are disturbed to
discover that in many respects they just don’t “fit in” any more. Expressing this disconnect has its
own difficulties: some experiences are hard to explain to those outside the expat community, and
many friends and relatives are simply not receptive to hearing about life abroad.
This is made worse by the fact that you may feel that you’ve lost a lot in coming home. As her friend
who lived in Thailand explained to her:
Life (back home) was predictable, sterile and boring. There weren’t opportunities to ride sidesaddle
on the back of a motorbike down a hot, dusty road or to watch the sun set from the top of an
ancient temple. And there was no street food! The adventure was gone, and it hit me hard.
The changes you’ve made living away for so long may affect relationships with those closest to you,
who can’t appreciate the changes in you and might struggle to accept them. That can intensify your
sense of loss for your foreign home.
Yet once you learn how to cope with reverse culture shock and re-settle into U.S. culture, you’ll
realize that it is possible to go home again — as long as you accept that home has changed, too.
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EXAMPLE
Let me give a personal example of reverse culture shock that strikes very close to home.
I come from a political family. My father, Bob Bauman, was a U.S. Congressman. My
mother has been a political activist her entire life, and still is. When I left the U.S. as a young
man, I was strongly influenced by their views and experience. I didn’t necessarily agree with them
on everything, but I shared their basic faith in U.S. institutions.
Living in South Africa for most of my adult life — a completely different society, with
a different history and set of contemporary issues, “values, attitudes, behaviors, ideas, and
perceptions,” as I put it earlier, changed me profoundly. It gave me a unique way to put U.S.
political and social issues into comparative perspective that wasn’t available to my family and
friends. I had a view of America from afar. They didn’t.
Above all, I found that my African life had changed the way I viewed poverty, power, and the
political process. I had lived through one of the greatest political upheavals in modern history,
the end of apartheid, the advent of a non-racial democracy, and the construction of new South
African society and economy.
Although I was initially supportive of the post-1994 government in South Africa, I rapidly
became disillusioned as I realized that the new rulers were not entirely committed to change.
Many in the ruling party were committed to change that served their interests only, and ignored
the needs of the struggling majority. I spent most of my career in South Africa in a high-profile
career working with communities that were still marginalized and disempowered, even after
the end of apartheid. This made me an “enemy” to certain parts of the new government. To the
ruling party, a person had to be either for them, or against them. There was no in between.
My adult experience of “politics” was thus fascinating, but sometimes painful. This was all
the more so since I had married into a local family that had suffered greatly under apartheid. My
own wife had been detained.
When I returned back to the U.S. in 2008, family and friends expected that I would slot into
the U.S. two-party system they had inhabited their entire lives. You were either a Democrat or a
Republican; there was no other option. Yet I was neither. I had become something else that had
no name in the U.S. political taxonomy.
My basic philosophy remained the same — a commitment to the freedom and flourishing
of the individual and a distrust of state power and its abuse — but I couldn’t buy into the way
politics was being portrayed in the U.S. to which I returned.
Above all, I found that many members of my generation had become politically closeminded, and tended to swallow propaganda that to me was very similar to the deliberately
misleading stuff I’d heard from South African politicians.
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Having seen it twice, I wasn’t fooled.
The problem was that I found little space for subtlety or nuance in American political
discourse. Old friends — on both the left and right — stuck to the “either/or” paradigm of
American politics, even though it was clear that it wasn’t serving the country well. This was
especially true when it came to the so-called “war on terror” and the constitutional and civil
liberties abuses that it has entailed, which are similar to what I experienced in South Africa.
It turned me off to “Yanks,” as I had come to call them, and I felt like the foreigner I had
become.
And yet over the next few years, I began to discover like-minded people in America, just
as I had in South Africa when I first arrived there. I applied the same principles of empathy,
perspective, curiosity, and openness to change that had served me well in South Africa.
I eventually began to understand that just as I had changed during my time away,
so too had my friends and family. Under the influence of cable, Internet, and changes in
demographics, media, and many other factors, American political culture had become almost
“irrational,” ignorant or dismissive of basic facts. It was just as pointless to argue with some
Americans about this as it would be to try to convince some South Africans that the right to
vote isn’t the only thing makes an individual “liberated.”
So here I am a foreigner in my own home — but one who has embraced it as only an
experienced expat can. I managed this because of the following habits I learned as an expat:
1. Mindfulness of my own thoughts and behaviors.
2. Acceptance of change.
3. Curiosity in learning what and how things had changed.
4. An open mind.

Financial Matters
When you plan to return home, you should also consider how things might have changed
financially while you’ve been away. The cost of living in the U.S. may have changed, and you need to
be clear how that compares with the country that you have been living in. One thing that may be very
different is the structure of your expenditures.
One area that repatriating expats find challenging when they return is re-establishing a financial
foothold. As I mentioned in Lesson One: Your Money Abroad, if all your financial ties with the
U.S. have been severed, it can be very difficult to get credit for a car or a mortgage on your return.
Throughout this course, I’ve emphasized that before you make a move abroad, you have to do your
research. Well, the same is true if you are planning to return home. If you’ve been using an international
bank abroad, it’s a good idea to try to transfer your account with the same bank back to the U.S., as this
will help matters considerably.
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EXAMPLE
When I returned home to the U.S. in 2008, I found that food was dirt cheap,
compared to South Africa, but housing and related expenses were astronomical. Finding
accommodation that was similar to what my family was used to in Cape Town was impossible
on our budget, and we had to accept that. Medical costs were also impossibly high compared
to South Africa. Any returning expat has to take those factors into account and be prepared
for them.

Health Matters
In addition, you should review your health insurance situation. If you haven’t activated Medicare
and you’re eligible for it, you should do that before you return. Also, if you decided to opt for a global
health insurance plan as discussed in Lesson Three: Your Health Abroad and it doesn’t cover the U.S.
— most don’t — then be sure to cancel that too. Lastly, you will need to explore top-up private health
coverage back in the U.S., and you may need to obtain proof of coverage from your foreign insurer just
as you did when you left the U.S.
Any health records accumulated during your time abroad should also be gathered up. Be aware that
some prescription drugs and even some over the counter medicines to which you’ve become accustomed
abroad may not be available in the U.S., or may cost much more. Be sure to research this before you
leave.

REPATRIATION STRATEGIES
Here are a few things that I found useful when I moved back to the U.S. with my family:
1. Treat the U.S. as a foreign country to be explored: We are still discovering our new home
state of Georgia, and the South, and enjoying the process.
2. Reach out to families near us who have been through the same foreign adventure as we
have. Living in Atlanta, with its many international non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), which has a huge international
operation, helps a lot. Atlanta is actually a very cosmopolitan city compared to many in
the South.
3. Staying in touch with those we’ve left behind in Africa: keeping up with them on Skype,
Facebook, and by email.
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Summary
In this lesson, I’ve given you tips and insights into the many ways you will want to remain
connected to the U.S. when you move abroad, including:
•

Government bureaucracies to inform about your impending move abroad.

•

How to vote from abroad.

•

How to obtain government help while abroad.

•

Ways to communicate with family and friends from abroad.

In addition, I covered what to consider should you decide to move back home, including reverse
culture shock and managing financial and health care matters.
This now rounds out the eight lessons, which focused on the Four Cornerstones for making a
successful move abroad:
•

Your Money & Wealth

•

Your Lifestyle

•

Your Personal Relationships

•

Your Home & Possessions

I encourage you to go back and re-read each lesson. While there is a summary supplement that
highlights the key points from each lesson, you’ll benefit the most by digging into the details. You
can also continue to send me your “Questions for Ted” and interact with other Plan B Club members
through the “Member Connect” discussion forum on the course website.
As I mentioned at the beginning of this course, Americans are the most widely dispersed population
on the planet, living in more than 100 countries, with more of us joining them every day. There
are many reasons we moved abroad, and there are reasons you are interested in moving abroad, too.
Hopefully through these eight lessons and the additional resources provided through the Plan B Club,
you are well equipped to plan and prepare for your move. As I’ve mentioned many times, my decision
to move abroad was the best decision I’ve ever made and the same can be true for you, too. Now you are
ready to embark on your journey for a more satisfying and secure life.
Thank you, Cheers, Danke, Merci, Gracias, Kop Khun Krahp, Grazie, Děkuji!
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