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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 
Retirement planning is often framed as a financial exercise. The focus tends to fall on capital 

accumulation, income requirements, and whether savings will last throughout retirement. 

 

In practice, retirement decisions are rarely driven by numbers alone. For many 

internationally mobile professionals, retirement represents a transition into a new stage of 

life shaped by lifestyle choices, family considerations and the freedom created through a 

career spent abroad. 

 

This paper reflects on several themes frequently encountered when advising British 

expatriates living in the UAE. These include the increasing length of retirement, the 

limitations of generic retirement income estimates, changing spending patterns across 

retirement, and the question many expatriates eventually confront: where is home? 

 

For internationally mobile families, retirement is rarely defined by a single moment or 

location. More often it represents the opportunity to shape the next stage of life in ways that 

reflect personal priorities rather than professional obligations. 
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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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Introduction 
Retirement planning is commonly presented as a financial problem. 

The discussion usually centres on how much has been saved, what level of income will be 

required, and whether those resources will last for the remainder of life. These are clearly 

important considerations. 

However, after more than twenty years living and working in the UAE and advising British 

expatriates during that time, it has become clear that the most significant challenges 

associated with retirement planning are rarely financial in nature. They are personal. 

The central question is not simply whether sufficient capital exists to support retirement. 

Rather, it is how individuals wish to live once the structure and demands of professional life 

fall away. 

Without clarity on this point, financial calculations alone provide little meaningful guidance. 

In many cases expatriates approach retirement planning with a degree of caution. 

International financial advice has not always enjoyed the strongest reputation, and some 

individuals have encountered complex products or advice structures that proved difficult to 

understand. 

For this reason, the purpose of this paper is not to promote any particular strategy or 

solution, but simply to reflect on the broader questions that often shape retirement 

decisions for internationally mobile families. 

Longevity and the Length of Retirement 
One reason this question has become increasingly important is the significant change in life 

expectancy over the past century. 

A person reaching the age of sixty-five today has a strong probability of living well into their 

eighties, and a meaningful chance of reaching their nineties. For couples, the likelihood that 

one partner will live into their mid-nineties is substantial. 

In practical terms, retirement may now last twenty-five to thirty-five years. 

For many professionals this can represent a period almost as long as the career that 

preceded it. 

Despite this, relatively little time is often spent considering what those years might look like 

in practice. Where will we live? How will we spend our time? What will provide purpose 

and structure once professional responsibilities disappear? 

These questions frequently prove more significant than the purely financial aspects of 

retirement planning. 
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The Limits of Average Retirement Income Estimates 
Research conducted through the Retirement Living Standards project in the United Kingdom 

provides a useful reference point when considering retirement income. 

Current estimates suggest that a comfortable retirement requires approximately £43,000 

per year for a single individual and around £59,000 for a couple. These figures assume 

mortgage-free housing, moderate travel and a broadly typical UK lifestyle. 

Such research provides helpful context. However, it should be treated as a starting point 

rather than a definitive answer. 

Retirement expectations vary widely between individuals. Some people value a quieter 

lifestyle centred around family and community. Others prioritise travel, new experiences or 

continued professional involvement in a different capacity. 

For internationally mobile professionals, these differences can be particularly pronounced. 

As a result, retirement planning tends to be more meaningful when it begins with lifestyle 

considerations rather than financial projections alone. 

Spending Patterns Across Retirement 
Another important consideration is that expenditure during retirement rarely remains 

constant. 

Research into retirement spending patterns consistently indicates that spending tends to 

evolve over time. In the early years of retirement, expenditure is often relatively high. 

Individuals are typically healthy, active and keen to enjoy the freedoms that retirement 

provides. Travel, hobbies and new activities often feature prominently during this period. 

As retirement progresses, spending often moderates. Travel tends to reduce naturally and 

lifestyles become more settled. 

Later in life, however, expenditure may increase again. Healthcare costs, care services and 

additional support can become significant financial considerations in the final stage of life. 

Financial planners sometimes describe this pattern as the retirement spending smile: 

higher spending at the beginning and end of retirement, with a more moderate period in the 

middle. 
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The Psychological Transition Away from Work 
The transition from full-time professional life into retirement can also present psychological 

challenges. 

Many senior professionals spend decades operating within structured environments that 

demand responsibility, decision-making and leadership. Professional identity often 

becomes closely connected to these roles. 

When that structure disappears, the adjustment can be more significant than many 

anticipate. 

Retirement initially offers a sense of freedom. Time becomes more flexible and 

opportunities arise to pursue interests that may have been neglected during a busy career. 

However, after this initial period many retirees experience a sense of loss. Work provides 

not only financial reward but also purpose, social interaction and intellectual stimulation. 

Without these elements some individuals struggle to establish a new sense of direction. 

The Expat Advantage 
For expatriates, retirement planning often takes place within a different context. 

Many internationally mobile professionals have spent their careers making significant life 

decisions independently. They have relocated across borders, built careers in unfamiliar 

environments and developed financial security without relying heavily on national systems. 

This experience tends to foster a strong sense of personal independence. 

Rather than focusing solely on when they can stop working, many expatriates are more 

interested in how they would like the next stage of life to unfold. 

For some this may involve consulting, mentoring or entrepreneurial projects. Others pursue 

charitable or community work. 

Retirement becomes less a complete cessation of professional activity and more a 

redirection of energy toward interests that feel meaningful. 
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The Geography of Retirement 
Location is another defining feature of retirement planning for expatriates. 

Many individuals initially assume that retirement will involve returning to their country of 

origin. For British expatriates this often means returning to the United Kingdom, 

particularly when family members continue to live there. 

However, after many years abroad this assumption sometimes changes. 

The lifestyle established overseas may feel equally significant, and the appeal of returning 

permanently to colder climates can diminish after extended periods in warmer regions. 

Some individuals do return to the UK but maintain a lifestyle that involves regular travel. 

Others divide their time between different countries, spending summers in the UK and 

winters in Southern Europe. 

Portugal and Spain have become particularly popular destinations for this reason. 

In recent years the possibility of remaining in the UAE has also become more realistic with 

the introduction of retirement visas, although healthcare costs later in life require careful 

consideration. 

Where Is Home? 
One question frequently emerges during discussions with long-term expatriates. 

Where is home? 

Many people initially move abroad expecting their time overseas to be temporary. What 

begins as a two- or three-year assignment often evolves into a decade or more. 

Over time the life established abroad becomes deeply rooted. Professional networks 

develop, friendships form and families grow up within the expatriate environment. 

By the time retirement approaches, the distinction between home and abroad can become 

less clear. 

In this context retirement planning often involves more than deciding when to stop 

working. It also involves reflecting on where the next stage of life will be lived. 
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Questions Worth Considering 
When individuals begin thinking seriously about retirement, a number of practical and 

reflective questions often prove helpful. 

What would an ordinary weekday look like in retirement? 

Where will the people who matter most to you live? 

What activities will provide purpose and intellectual engagement once professional life 

recedes? 

Where in the world do you feel most comfortable spending extended periods of time? 

What experiences would you regret not pursuing while health and energy still allow them? 

These questions often arise during conversations between expatriate families and the 

professional advisers who support them. 

Conclusion 
Financial planning plays an important role in retirement preparation. Ensuring that 

sufficient resources exist to support the desired lifestyle remains an essential part of the 

process. 

Yet financial considerations alone rarely define retirement decisions. 

For many expatriates retirement represents an opportunity to shape the next stage of life in 

ways that reflect personal priorities rather than professional obligations. 

Living abroad often teaches us that life does not follow a single predetermined path. In 

many ways retirement simply extends that freedom. 

The real challenge is not only ensuring that financial resources endure but also creating a 

life that makes thoughtful use of the time those resources allow. 

In practice, these conversations often begin long before retirement itself. Decisions about 

where to live, how assets are structured, and how families are protected tend to involve 

both legal, tax and financial considerations. 

Many of the issues discussed in this paper arise in conversations with British expatriate 

families living in the UAE. 

Readers who recognise similar circumstances in their own planning may find it helpful to 

explore these questions in more detail. 

“Retirement planning is not primarily a financial exercise. It is a question of how we wish to 

live once the structure of work disappears.” 
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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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