
Retiree travel tips for staying healthy 
abroad  
Learn how to plan ahead and stay healthy when traveling overseas. 

 

Key takeaways 

• Be prepared for the unexpected. 
• Understand Medicare and travel insurance options. 
• Know how to find medical care while traveling. 
• Get your financial house in order before you depart. 

Bill and Carol Beck, now in their late 70s, have traveled the world, but not all their 
trips abroad have been smooth sailing. Last year on a river cruise in France, Bill 
caught norovirus and was quarantined in his cabin for 4 days. Infectious diseases can 
spread quickly in a ship’s close quarters, and large cruise ships have thousands of 
passengers to consider. "If they had removed us from the ship, we would have been 
stuck on our own to find a hotel," said Bill, a retired maritime engine business owner 
from the San Francisco Bay Area. 

The Becks are savvy travelers and have no intention of stopping. Carol's travel motto 
is, "If you don't go, you don't know." But she's aware that the unforeseen does 
happen. Taking a voyage on a famous vintage sailing vessel in the Caribbean has 
always been on Carol's bucket list, so she finally booked it. But when she fell and 
fractured her femur, they had to cancel the entire voyage. "The travel company didn't 
refund our deposit, but they applied it to our next trip," added Carol. "This time 
we've taken precautions of purchasing travel insurance and now we're looking 
forward to our voyage to Ireland and Scotland." 



With access to time and discretionary income, many retirees are traveling abroad to 
see the world's epic sites and experience different cultures. But medical emergencies 
do happen, even on expensive tours and river cruises, so plan ahead. Here are 3 
strategies to help you avoid common pitfalls retirees sometimes face overseas. 

1. Be prepared for the unexpected 

Like many young retirees, Don and Linda Ford, another Bay Area couple now in their 
mid-60s, have scaled back how much they work so they can travel more. Don, an 
accountant for 2 entertainment venues in San Francisco, is now mentoring his 
replacement, and Linda just takes on a few writing assignments a year. 

Over the years, they have also learned to plan for the occasional travel mishap. "A 
few years ago when my father died, we had to cancel a vacation to the Netherlands," 
Don recalls. "We thought we were smart paying half price for the hotel, but we lost it 
all. Because my mother is still living at age 93, we now opt to pay more so we won't 
be penalized for canceling, and we always purchase travel insurance. I could invest 
the money instead, letting it grow until actually needed, but this way we never lose 
sleep at night." 

Plan ahead for medical emergencies  

For many seniors, traveling abroad is the culmination of years of hard work and 
saving for retirement. But as we age, health issues become more prevalent. "Never 
board a cruise ship if you're ill------it's no place to convalesce," advises Don who is a 
frequent cruiser. "And remember to bring your required medications." 

Knowing that international travel can often come with surprises, Don and Linda 
always purchase the insurance waiver offered by the cruise line, so they can cancel 
without paying a penalty. "If the cruise line books your flights, these should also be 
covered. If not, arrange travel insurance through the airline. Be careful when booking 
hotel stays before a trip or afterward. Make sure you can cancel these without paying 
a penalty. Always keep insurance contact information, along with personal contact 
and primary care physician, numbers easily available," notes Don. 

Take precautions with medications  

Pack a letter from your physician describing your condition and listing your 
medications. Leave prescriptions in their original containers. Pharmacists overseas 
are often unfamiliar with North American brand names, so know the generic names. 
Lastly, check with the foreign embassy of countries you’re visiting to make sure your 
medications are considered legal. 



Get required vaccinations  

Some countries require visitors to carry an International Certificate of Vaccination, 
called a Yellow Card, as proof of inoculations. Check Country Specific Information 
Opens in a new window and contact the foreign embassy of the country you're 
visiting or transiting through for their requirements. If going on a cruise, the cruise 
line will let you know if any vaccinations are required after you book your trip.  

2. Know how to find medical care while traveling 

If you're taking a cruise, don't assume the ship is a floating hospital. While doctors 
and nurses are usually available at all times, the scope of treatment can be somewhat 
limited. Linda clarified, "They can provide emergency medicine and dispense 
medications, but they're not surgeons. There are no MRIs or blood banks." If the 
ship's doctor determines you need surgery, you'll be dropped off at the next port. 

Bill remarked, "The decision is up to the ship's doctor, not the passenger." In the US, 
the coast guard will airlift you to the nearest port that has a hospital. If abroad, 
evacuation will be handled by the military. After you recover, you'll have to find your 
own way home. 

If you're traveling on your own, learn simple steps that can help, like knowing how to 
dial the "911 equivalent" in each country you visit. If you need medical help, contact 
the US embassyOpens in a new window or consulate of the country you're visiting 
for help locating medical services. They'll be able to direct you to medical facilities 
where English is spoken, and help you transfer funds from the United States, if 
necessary. Payment for services will be your responsibility. 

Tip: Linda advises, "If you need to find a doctor in a hurry, get to a 5-star hotel and 
ask the concierge for a recommendation." 

3. Get your financial house in order before you depart 

Many retirees ask their financial advisor if they can afford to take an expensive cruise 
or travel to a "once in a lifetime" destination. The key to answering that question 
usually hinges on adequate retirement income planning and knowing how the trip 
will be funded. 

For many retirees, retirement income strategies have been developed so they can 
cover their essential expenses with guaranteed sources of income. For most people, 
including the Becks and the Fords, travel is considered a ‘‘discretionary expense’’ and 
is generally funded by other assets, income, or retirement savings. 

https://travel.state.gov/content/passports/en/country.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/passports/en/country.html
https://www.usembassy.gov/


When asked how they were able to ease into early retirement, Linda said, "We've 
both always been conscientious about putting aside the maximum allowed in our 
retirement accounts and taking advantage of the matching programs offered by our 
employers. The value of our investments has grown substantially over time, so we 
can afford to start working less and traveling more." 

Don added, "I’ve rebalanced my retirement accounts, moving from predominately 
growth to more income-earning securities, so I’m allocating money to pay for my 
essential expenses from dividends, not principal." Linda commented, "Right now my 
plan is to limit my spending to about 4% a year, leaving more of my investments in 
growth funds since we are planning to live another 20---25 years in retirement." 

Broaden your horizons  

For many people, travel can be a well-deserved reward later in life that opens up new 
worlds and experiences. Linda said, "Preplanning helps you sidestep the pitfalls so 
you can take advantage of close-up encounters with the world's incredible creatures, 
cultures, and sites. I think everyone deserves a retirement brimming with travel 
tales." She recounted a few travel highlights of her own; "Off the coast of Mexico, 
hundreds of dolphins followed alongside the ship. It was a spectacular sight. Every 
day on our voyages to the Baltic Sea and Asia, we woke up in a different country and 
got to experience different societies firsthand without having to pack and lug 
suitcases to every new city we visited." 

Carol Beck added, "We've had the good health and good fortune to be able to visit 
ports less traveled, like Iceland and the Galapagos Islands. For us, travel isn't just an 
indulgence; it's a quest to broaden our experiences and open our eyes to different 
cultures." 

Travel checklist  

What to do 6 months prior to your departure: 

• Book your trip, flights, hotels, excursions, and activities. (Generally, try to book 
airfare mid-week to save money.) 

• Purchase medical and travel insurance. 
• Have a medical checkup to make sure you're in good health. 
• Make sure your passport is valid through the time you'll be abroad. (Note: 

Some countries require passports be valid 6 months after the flight date.) 
• Check visa requirements and apply if needed. 
• Find out which vaccinations you'll need------and get them. 
• Make sure your will and power of attorney are in order and easy to find. 



What to do 3 months prior to your departure: 

• Contact foreign embassies to make sure your prescriptions are considered 
legal. Also ask about local laws and customs that may affect you. 

• Notify your bank that you will be using your credit card overseas. 
• Put your bills on autopay. 
• Save copies of your passport, key documents, and passwords. 
• Buy 1 rolling suitcase and limit yourself to it. 
• Create a packing checklist. (Plan to take fewer clothes and do laundry more 

often.) 
• Make a copy of your visa and pack it in your suitcase. 
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