
Most digital nomads learn about travel insurance the hard way — a hospital bill in Bali, a stolen laptop in

Lisbon, a missed connection that cascades into a week of chaos. The mistakes are almost always the same,

and almost always avoidable.

This guide walks through the most common travel insurance errors nomads make, explains why they

happen, and gives you a clear framework for getting coverage that actually holds up when things go

sideways.

Mistake 1: Buying a Policy Designed for Vacationers

Standard travel insurance is built around a simple trip: you leave home, spend two weeks somewhere, come

back. That model falls apart the moment you stop having a fixed "home departure" and start living abroad

for months at a stretch.

Why it matters: Many standard policies define "travel" as a trip originating from earthsims.com your

country of residence. If you've been living in Colombia for four months and want to visit Ecuador, a tourist-

oriented policy may not cover that leg at all — you don't fit the definition of a traveler they're underwriting.

What to look for instead:

Policies with no fixed "home country" requirement

Coverage that travels with you regardless of origin

Long-term or continuous coverage options (30, 90, 180, 365 days)

SafetyWing's Nomad Insurance and similar nomad-specific plans exist precisely because the mainstream

insurance market wasn't built for this lifestyle.

Mistake 2: Ignoring the Fine Print on Pre-Existing Conditions

This is the single most expensive mistake nomads make. A pre-existing condition exclusion can invalidate a

claim you were counting on — and insurers apply this clause more broadly than most people expect.

A "pre-existing condition" typically means any medical condition for which you sought diagnosis, treatment,

or advice in the 12–24 months before your policy start date. That can include:

Ongoing prescriptions (even common ones like blood pressure medication)

Mental health treatment

Chronic conditions managed with diet or exercise

Past surgeries, even if fully resolved

The table below shows how three common policy types handle pre-existing conditions:

Policy Type Typical Lookback Period Pre-Existing Coverage Waiver Available? Standard tourist insurance 12–

24 months Excluded Sometimes (if purchased early) Nomad/expat insurance 6–12 months Partially excluded

Rarely International health insurance None (underwritten) Covered after waiting period N/A Travel medical

add-ons 12 months Excluded No

What to do: Disclose everything, even if you think it's minor. If coverage for a condition matters to you, get

it in writing before you pay. Some providers offer condition-specific riders for an additional premium — worth

asking about.

https://www.earthsims.com/insurance/


Mistake 3: Underestimating Medical Costs in High-Cost Destinations

Nomads often price-anchor to cheap medical care in Southeast Asia — $30 GP visits, $8 prescriptions. Then

best travel insurance they visit the United States, Switzerland, or Japan and encounter a completely

different reality.

A single ER visit in the US without insurance can run $3,000–$10,000. An overnight hospital stay pushes

that to $15,000+. Medical evacuation from a remote area can cost $50,000–$250,000.

Rule of thumb: Set your medical coverage limit based on the most expensive country you'll visit during the

policy period, not the cheapest. A $50,000 medical limit sounds substantial until you're in a US hospital with

a broken leg.

Check your policy for:

Medical expense maximum (look for $100,000+ minimum; $500,000+ for US travel)

Emergency evacuation and repatriation limit (separate from medical — should be $500,000+)

Whether the insurer pays the hospital directly or requires you to pay and claim back

Mistake 4: Assuming Gear and Equipment Are Covered

A laptop, camera, drone, and external drives can easily represent $5,000–$10,000 in equipment for a

working nomad. Most travel insurance policies cover personal electronics for $500–$1,500 total — often

with a per-item sub-limit of $300–$500.

That gap can be devastating if your gear is stolen or damaged.

What to check:

Electronics sub-limit per item and in aggregate

Whether "business equipment" is excluded (many policies exclude anything used for work)

Deductible amounts — a $250 deductible on a $400 laptop claim isn't worth filing

For high-value equipment, a standalone equipment policy or a business equipment rider usually makes more

economic sense than relying on travel insurance. Some nomad-focused platforms offer equipment add-ons

worth pricing out.

Mistake 5: Not Understanding the Claims Process Before You Need It

Nobody reads the claims section of their policy until they're standing in a foreign ER at midnight trying to

figure out what phone number to call. By then, it's too late to realize you needed pre-authorization for

treatment, or that your insurer requires original receipts rather than scanned copies, or that you needed a

police report within 24 hours for a theft claim.

Before your next trip, answer these questions:

1. What is the emergency assistance number, and is it 24/7?

2. Do I need to call before seeking non-emergency treatment?

3. What documentation do I need to keep for any claim (receipts, reports, photos)?

4. What is the claims submission deadline?

5. Does my insurer pay providers directly or do I pay and get reimbursed?

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/?search=best%20travel%20insurance


Save the emergency number in your phone under "Travel Insurance" before you board the plane. This one

habit prevents a significant share of claim complications.

Mistake 6: Letting Coverage Lapse Between Policies

Nomads who switch insurers, let subscriptions lapse while "figuring out the next policy," or assume a new

visa will automatically update their coverage terms often find themselves in a gray zone. A gap of even a few

days can matter enormously if something happens during that window.

Set calendar reminders 30 days before policy expiration. Review and renew before the lapse date, not after.

Choosing the Right Policy: A Quick Framework

Given all the above, here's a simplified decision tree:

Your Situation Recommended Approach Moving every 1–3 months, visiting 5+ countries/year Nomad-

specific subscription policy Based in one country 6+ months with occasional travel Expat health insurance +

trip rider Working for a company with group benefits Supplement with a gap coverage plan Visiting the US or

high-cost medical destinations Ensure $500,000+ medical limit minimum High-value equipment dependent

Add standalone equipment policy

For a comprehensive breakdown of policies specifically suited to location-independent workers, the guide to

best travel insurance for digital nomads is one of the more thorough comparisons available — it covers plan

structures, price ranges, and which policies hold up for long-term continuous travel.

The Bottom Line

Travel insurance mistakes aren't usually about bad luck — they're about mismatched expectations. A policy

written for a two-week holiday in Cancún will not serve you well for a nomadic lifestyle spanning a dozen

countries and twelve months.

The habits that prevent most claims problems are simple: read the exclusions before you buy, keep

documentation of everything, understand the claims process before you need it, and choose a policy

architecture designed for how you actually travel.
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