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About This Briefing 

The Expat Wealth Briefing Series explores financial planning issues 

that commonly affect British professionals and families living 

overseas. 

These briefings are not designed to recommend specific financial 

products or legal structures. Their purpose is to explain the 

strategic considerations that often arise when assets, pensions and 

family arrangements span more than one jurisdiction. 

Each paper focuses on a particular aspect of cross-border financial 

planning and is intended to help readers understand the questions 

that may be worth exploring with appropriately qualified advisers. 

Because personal circumstances vary widely, the information 

contained in this briefing should be regarded as general 

commentary rather than personal advice. 
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Briefing Summary 

For many British professionals living overseas, pensions rarely receive sustained attention. 

Career responsibilities, family commitments and the pace of expatriate life often mean that 

retirement planning feels distant. 

Yet pensions frequently represent one of the most valuable financial assets accumulated 

during a professional career. 

While working in the United Kingdom, retirement savings often develop automatically 

through workplace pension contributions and employer participation. When individuals 

relocate overseas, this structure may disappear, leaving retirement saving dependent on 

personal initiative. 

At the same time, internationally mobile careers can result in fragmented pension 

arrangements across multiple employers, outdated beneficiary nominations and limited 

visibility over long-term investment strategy. 

This paper explores several themes commonly encountered when advising British 

expatriates. These include the behavioural reasons pensions are often overlooked, the 

structural differences between UK pensions and employment benefits in the UAE, and the 

importance of maintaining engagement with pension arrangements while living overseas. 

For internationally mobile professionals, the years spent abroad are often the most 

financially productive period of a career. Decisions made during this time can therefore 

have a meaningful influence on long-term retirement outcomes. 
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Introduction 

For many British professionals living overseas, pensions quietly become the most valuable 

assets they rarely think about. 

This is rarely a deliberate decision. More often it reflects the realities of expatriate life. 

Careers develop quickly, professional responsibilities expand and family life becomes 

increasingly busy. Children arrive, schools are chosen and housing arrangements evolve. 

Financial attention tends to focus on immediate priorities rather than events that may occur 

several decades in the future. 

Against this backdrop, pensions can appear distant and abstract. 

Yet pensions accumulated across a working lifetime frequently become one of the most 

significant financial assets individuals own. For expatriates, maintaining visibility over 

these arrangements while living overseas can play an important role in shaping long-term 

financial security. 
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Strategic Wealth Framework for International Families 

 

 

Financial decisions made during an international career rarely exist in isolation. 

Assets may accumulate across several jurisdictions while family priorities evolve over time. 

The framework above illustrates how financial objectives, wealth structures and 

jurisdictional exposure interact during an international career. 

This report focuses on the element highlighted within that broader framework. 
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Why Pensions Are Often Overlooked by Expatriates 

One reason pensions receive relatively little attention among expatriates is simple: retirement 

feels distant. 

For professionals in their thirties and forties, retirement may appear twenty or thirty years 

away. During this stage of life, financial decisions tend to focus on immediate priorities such 

as housing, schooling and career development. 

Pensions therefore become something to think about later. 

Another factor is that pension wealth is largely invisible. 

Property is tangible and easily understood. Investment portfolios can be accessed online 

and bank balances can be reviewed instantly. Pensions, however, often sit quietly in the 

background. Statements may arrive infrequently and individuals who change employers 

several times during their careers often accumulate multiple schemes. 

Over time these arrangements can become administrative records rather than actively 

managed assets. 

A further behavioural influence is what might be described as the set-and-forget mindset. 

For many years workplace pensions operated with minimal involvement from employees. 

Contributions were deducted automatically and investment decisions were handled by 

default funds. As a result, many individuals developed the habit of leaving pensions 

untouched for long periods. 

For expatriates, this instinct can lead to many years passing without meaningful 

engagement with pension arrangements. 
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When Automatic Saving Disappears 

Another important change often occurs when British professionals relocate overseas. 

While working in the United Kingdom, retirement saving typically happens automatically. 

Through the automatic enrolment framework, employees and employers contribute to 

pension schemes throughout an individual’s career. Contributions are invested over long 

periods, allowing savings to benefit from compound investment growth. 

When professionals move overseas, that structure often disappears. 

Many expatriates move into employment arrangements where pension contributions are no 

longer mandatory. Compensation may be paid primarily as salary or bonuses, leaving 

retirement saving dependent on personal initiative. 

Without the automatic discipline created by workplace pension contributions, retirement 

saving becomes an optional activity rather than a routine part of employment. 

Over time the effect can be significant. 

A pension of £300,000 invested over twenty years at modest rates of return may grow 

substantially before retirement. When comparable contributions are not maintained during 

overseas employment, the long-term impact on retirement wealth can be considerable. 

Years spent overseas are often among the most financially productive periods of a 

professional career. Ensuring retirement savings continue to develop during this time is 

therefore an important consideration. 

Maintaining eligibility for the UK State Pension, often through voluntary National 

Insurance contributions, may also form part of long-term retirement planning for 

expatriates. 
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The Fragmented Pension Problem 

Another common issue encountered among expatriates is the gradual fragmentation of 

pension arrangements. 

Professionals who move between employers during their careers often accumulate several 

pension schemes. When international relocation is added to this pattern, maintaining 

oversight across those arrangements can become more difficult. 

It is not unusual to encounter individuals who hold five or more pension schemes across 

different providers. 

Over time several challenges may emerge. 

Contact details may not be updated with pension providers. Statements may stop arriving at 

current addresses. Online access to older schemes may be lost. Beneficiary nominations 

made many years earlier may no longer reflect an individual’s current family circumstances. 

In some cases individuals are not entirely certain how many pension schemes they hold or 

where those schemes are located. 

While each arrangement may represent a relatively modest amount of savings, together 

they often form a significant component of long-term retirement wealth. 

In some circumstances consolidating pension arrangements may simplify administration. In 

other cases retaining existing schemes may remain the most appropriate approach. The 

appropriate strategy will depend on the characteristics of each arrangement. 

Maintaining visibility across these pensions is therefore an important part of long-term 

financial planning. 

  



Pension Strategy for British Professionals Living Overseas 

Stuart Porter FPFS | Chartered Financial Planner   
Advising British Expats Since 2001  

 

 

   Page 9 of 12 

 

Retirement Savings in the UAE: A Different Structure 

Employment benefits in the UAE are structured differently from the pension systems familiar 

to many British professionals. 

Instead of workplace pensions, expatriate employees are typically entitled to an End of 

Service Benefit, commonly referred to as a gratuity. This benefit is calculated based on an 

employee’s basic salary and length of service and is usually paid as a lump sum when 

employment ends. 

While this provides a valuable benefit, it differs from a pension arrangement in several 

important ways. 

In many organisations the liability is funded only when the employee leaves the company. 

As a result, the benefit does not typically benefit from long-term investment growth during 

the employee’s working life. 

For expatriates who spend many years working overseas, the absence of regular pension 

contributions combined with limited investment growth within gratuity arrangements can 

influence long-term retirement outcomes. 
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Emerging Workplace Savings Plans 

In response to these limitations, some jurisdictions within the UAE have introduced funded 

workplace savings arrangements. 

One example is the DIFC Employee Workplace Savings Plan, commonly referred to as 

DEWS. Introduced in 2020, the scheme applies to employers operating within the Dubai 

International Financial Centre and replaces the traditional gratuity system with a funded 

savings structure. 

Under this model employers make regular contributions into an investment plan rather 

than accruing a future gratuity liability. 

These contributions are invested while the employee remains in service, creating the 

potential for long-term investment growth. Employees may also make voluntary additional 

contributions if they wish to build further retirement savings. 

Although such initiatives represent a positive development, they remain relatively new and 

are not yet universal across the wider UAE labour market. 

As a result, many expatriates continue to rely primarily on personal savings and existing 

pension arrangements when planning for retirement. 

Strategic Observations from Advising Expatriates 

After more than two decades advising British professionals living overseas, several consistent 

patterns tend to emerge when reviewing pension arrangements. 

The first is that pensions are rarely ignored deliberately. More often they are simply 

overshadowed by other priorities during busy professional lives. 

A second observation is that many expatriates underestimate the flexibility of modern 

pension arrangements. It is common for individuals to assume that pensions must remain 

untouched until retirement. In practice, most pension structures can be actively managed 

while living overseas. 

A third pattern is the gradual fragmentation of pension arrangements across multiple 

employers. Without periodic review these arrangements can become disconnected from 

wider financial planning decisions. 

Finally, pensions are often considered in isolation from wider financial planning decisions. 

Retirement location, currency exposure, estate planning and future tax residence can all 

influence pension strategy. 

Recognising these connections early may help ensure pension arrangements remain aligned 

with long-term financial planning objectives. 
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Questions Worth Considering 

For expatriates reviewing their pension arrangements, several practical questions may be 

worth considering. 

How many pension schemes do you currently hold? 

Are your pension providers aware that you live overseas? 

When did you last review the investment strategy of your pension arrangements? 

Do beneficiary nominations still reflect your current family circumstances? 

Would your family know how to locate your pension arrangements if necessary? 

These questions often provide a useful starting point when considering how pensions fit 

within wider financial planning. 

Conclusion 

For many expatriates, the most valuable financial asset accumulated during their working 

lives is not property or investment portfolios, but the collection of pension arrangements 

built across multiple employers. 

Yet these are often the assets that receive the least attention. 

Living overseas can create valuable professional and financial opportunities. However, it 

can also remove some of the structures that quietly supported retirement savings earlier in 

a career. 

Without the automatic discipline created by workplace pension contributions, retirement 

planning often becomes a more proactive process. 

Maintaining visibility over pension arrangements, and understanding how they interact 

with wider financial planning decisions, helps ensure these assets continue to support long-

term objectives. 

“A pension is not simply a financial product… 

It is the quiet accumulation of choices made across an entire career.” 
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Important Information 

This paper is provided for general information purposes only and does not constitute 

financial, legal or tax advice. Individuals should seek appropriate professional advice before 

making financial decisions. 
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