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The Definitive Guide
for U.S. Expats Living
Abroad
How to Manage Your 401(k), IRA, and
Retirement with Confidence from
Overseas



INTRODUCTION
Whether you’ve relocated for retirement, family,
work, or lifestyle, one thing remains true: as a U.S.
citizen, your financial life back home continues
and in many ways, it becomes more complex.

Living abroad doesn’t exempt you from U.S. tax
laws, pension rules, or investment regulations.
And if you’ve built retirement savings in a 401(k),
Traditional IRA, Roth IRA, or other U.S.-based
accounts, you now face a unique set of
challenges.

This guide was created for Americans like you—
living outside the U.S., wanting to safeguard their
retirement, and needing clarity around account
access, tax obligations, and receiving proper,
regulated advice in a global context.
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Your Retirement Doesn’t Retire Just
Because You Moved Abroad



1. MANAGING YOUR U.S. RETIREMENT
ACCOUNTS FROM ABROAD
Keeping Your Accounts Open: What Expats
Need to Know

Contrary to what many believe, you do not need
to close your 401(k) or IRA when you move
overseas. In most cases, these accounts can stay
open. However, whether you can actively manage
them depends on the policies of the financial
institution.

Some custodians will allow expats to retain and
manage their accounts; others may freeze
investment options or close the account upon
learning of a foreign address. If your provider no
longer supports international clients, the
recommended solution is to roll your 401(k) into
an IRA with a custodian that does.

This move can simplify your financial life and
reduce fees but it must be done properly to avoid
a taxable event. Always seek guidance from a U.S.
advisor with cross-border experience.
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CAN YOU STILL CONTRIBUTE TO 
YOUR IRA OR 401(K)?

401(k): Contributions can only be made if you're
working for a U.S. based employer that offers the
plan and are receiving U.S. sourced earned income.

IRAs (Traditional or Roth): Contributions require
earned income that’s taxable in the U.S. If you use
the Foreign Earned Income Exclusion (FEIE), your
income may not be considered eligible for IRA
contributions.
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So, while your accounts remain intact and
manageable, adding to them may be limited based
on your income type and how it’s taxed.



If you have multiple 401(k)s from past employers,
consolidating them into a Traditional IRA can offer
the following benefits:

Centralized investment control
Broader investment options
Potentially lower fees
Easier Required Minimum Distribution (RMD)
tracking
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Again, this should be coordinated with a regulated
advisor who understands expat needs, IRS rollover
procedures, and how international residency
impacts your financial strategy.

Consolidation Considerations



2. TAX IMPLICATIONS FOR U.S. EXPATS

Retirement Account Withdrawals: What
Gets Taxed?

The U.S. is one of the few countries that taxes its
rented citizens on worldwide income, regardless
of where they live. That means if you live in Spain,
Singapore, the UAE, or anywhere else—you’re still
required to file a U.S. tax return and, in most cases,
pay U.S. taxes.
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Traditional 401(k)/IRA: Withdrawals are taxed
as ordinary income in the U.S., no matter
where you live.
Roth IRA: Qualified withdrawals (over age 59½
and five years post-contribution) are tax-free
in the U.S., but your country of residence may
treat them differently.
Early withdrawals (before age 59½) typically
incur a 10% penalty plus tax unless exemptions
apply.



If you’re living in a country without a comprehensive
tax treaty with the U.S., you may find yourself at risk
of being taxed twice on the same income.

To avoid this:
Use the Foreign Tax Credit (Form 1116) to offset
U.S. tax with taxes paid to your country of
residence.
In some jurisdictions, your U.S. retirement income
may be exempt locally (but this varies country by
country).
Consult with both a U.S. and local tax
professional to navigate overlapping laws.
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Understanding how retirement distributions are
taxed both in the U.S. and abroad is essential to
building a sustainable income plan.

The Risk of Double Taxation



3. IRS REPORTING FOR EXPATS: FBAR,
FATCA, AND YOUR LEGAL
RESPONSIBILITIES

FBAR (Foreign Bank Account Report)

U.S. expats have heightened reporting duties.
Missing these could lead to substantial fines even
if no tax is owed.
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If your combined foreign accounts exceed $10,000
USD at any point during the year, you must file
FinCEN Form 114. This includes checking, savings,
brokerage, and pension accounts held outside
the U.S

Penalties for non-compliance can exceed
$10,000 per account, per year



You may also need to file Form 8938 (as part of your
IRS return) if your total foreign financial assets
exceed:

$200,000 (single filers abroad)
$400,000 (married filing jointly abroad)
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Note: Your U.S. retirement accounts do not need to
be reported under FBAR or FATCA—but foreign
investment accounts do, and they’re common
among expats.

FATCA (Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act)



4. MANAGING INVESTMENTS ABROAD:
STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS FOR U.S.
EXPATS
Choosing a Custodian That Supports Expats
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Many major U.S. custodians (Fidelity, Vanguard,
Schwab, etc.) have inconsistent policies
regarding overseas clients. Some will allow
account maintenance but restrict trading or force
closures once your foreign address is noted.

To avoid disruptions, work with a provider that
explicitly supports expats—and ideally with an
advisor who has a relationship with compliant
platforms.

Managing Currency Risk

If you live in Europe, Asia, or the Middle East but
your retirement income is in U.S. dollars, you face
currency conversion risk. A smart portfolio will
consider:

Your spending currency in retirement
Diversifying your holdings to hedge against
currency volatility
Keeping sufficient USD for tax-withholding and
reporting purposes



Once you reach age 73, you must begin withdrawals
from Traditional IRAs and 401(k)s. These are taxable
and must be timed to avoid triggering large tax bills.

Strategies include:

Roth conversions in lower-income years
Tax bracket management
Planning distributions across multiple accounts
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Planning for RMDs (Required Minimum
Distributions)

This is where an expat-aware advisor can help you
reduce tax drag and ensure distributions fit your
global lifestyle



5. REGULATED ADVICE: AVOID THE
OFFSHORE TRAP
The Problem with “Offshore Advisors”
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Unfortunately, many expats are targeted by
unlicensed offshore advisers offering:

High-commission insurance bonds
Structured products with long lock-in periods
“Tax wrappers” that don’t comply with U.S.
reporting laws

What You Should Look For

These products are often:
Expensive: Annual fees of 2% – 4% or more
Illiquid: Lock-ups of 10+ years
Risky: Not protected under U.S. fiduciary rules

How to Protect Yourself

Only work with advisors who are:
SEC-registered Investment Advisers (RIAs)
Experienced in expat tax, compliance, and
cross-border retirement strategy
Transparent with fee-only or flat-fee models
(not commission-based)
Offering U.S. based solutions that fit
international lifestyles



Entrepreneurs or digital
nomads with global
lives and American
assets

WHO THIS GUIDE IS FOR

Retirees who have
settled abroad but rely
on U.S. -based income

Dual-national
households navigating
multi- jurisdictional tax
laws
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U.S. citizens building a
retirement plan that
needs to work globally



1. Keep Your Accounts Accessible: You
can hold on to 401(k)s and IRAs while
abroad, but check if your provider
limits access or services overseas.

2. Mind Contribution Limits: You
generally need U.S. -taxable income to
contribute to IRAs, and 401(k)s usually
require U.S. employment to stay active.

3. Stay Tax-Compliant: U.S. taxes apply
to your withdrawals, even if your new
country does not. Ensure you file
required FBAR and FATCA forms.

4. Manage Currency & Risk: Account for
exchange rates and global investment
exposure to safeguard your retirement
income over time.

5. Get Regulated Advice: Only work with
U.S.- licensed, cross-border specialists
avoid offshore products or unregulated
sales pitches.

SUMMARY:
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Cross-border financial planning is
complex and costly if done wrong.
Whether you’re just settling abroad or
decades into your expat life, your U.S.
pensions, IRAs, and retirement income
need a coordinated strategy that works
globally. Speak with a U.S. -licensed
advisor who specializes in expats. They
can help you:

Roll over and manage 401(k)s and IRAs
Reduce unnecessary tax exposure
Plan income withdrawals aligned to
your life abroad
Stay compliant with all reporting
obligations

NEXT STEPS
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