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Introduction: who this guide 
is for and why it matters 

This guide is written for internationally mobile professionals who live 
outside the United States and hold a meaningful 401(k) balance. 

If that describes you, your 401(k) is no longer a passive retirement account. It is a 
cross‑border asset sitting inside the US system while your life operates elsewhere. We 
see the same patterns repeatedly with US expats across Europe, the Middle East, and 
Asia. 401(k)s are designed for people who live, work, and retire in the United States. 
When you move abroad, the account stays inside the US system. You move into 
another system. Now you live in both.

Different tax regimes, currencies, residency rules, and provider policies apply at the 
same time. These systems do not coordinate with each other, and the friction between 
them is where costly mistakes occur. If your 401(k) is $500k plus, small mistakes 
compound and become expensive. If it is $1m plus, a single wrong decision can cost 
hundreds of thousands over time.

This guide exists to help you understand your international structural options before 
decisions narrow and become difficult to reverse. It is general information only. It is 
not personalised financial, tax, or legal advice.
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The problem most US 
expats underestimate

The three structural 
questions you cannot avoid

Most US expats do not make one catastrophic mistake with their 401(k).

• They make a series of reasonable assumptions over time.
• They assume rules that applied in the US still apply abroad.
• They assume inaction is neutral.
• They assume they will review it later.

As your life becomes international, those assumptions quietly stop being 
true. Options that look available today often narrow later. Changes that 
feel reversible early on can become difficult or impossible to unwind.

This guide is designed to interrupt that process.

Once you live outside the United States, every 401(k) decision becomes 
international, even if the account never moves.

At some point, you will be forced to confront three structural questions:

1. Can the account remain where it is without creating future problems?
2. Should it be restructured inside the US system?
3. When and how can it be accessed while living abroad?

These are structural choices, not tactical ones. The consequences 
depend on where you live, how long you stay, and how multiple systems 
interact over time.
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A 401(k) is governed by US retirement law and administered by US providers.
When you live abroad, that same account is simultaneously exposed to:

• US retirement and distribution rules
• Tax treatment in your country of residence
• Currency exposure between USD and your spending currency
• Provider policies for non‑US residents
• Cross‑border reporting and estate rules

These systems were not designed to work together. Misalignment between them is 
rarely visible early on, but becomes more costly as balances grow and time passes.

Many internationally mobile professionals hold both Traditional and Roth 401(k) 
balances. Under US rules, the distinction is clear. Internationally, it often is not.

Countries do not consistently recognise US retirement classifications. Rules that 
apply cleanly inside the US system can be reinterpreted or ignored elsewhere. 
Decisions that look efficient from a US‑only perspective can become inefficient, or 
irreversible, once another tax system is involved. This is one of the most common 
areas where options narrow later.

Your 401(k) now sits in 
two systems at once

Traditional & Roth balances 
behave differently abroad
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When you leave US employment, the account typically remains open.

What changes:

• Contributions stop
• Employer involvement ends
• Provider restrictions for overseas residents start to matter.

What does not change:

• US access and distribution rules
• Required distribution obligations later in life
• The account’s position inside the US regulatory system

Leaving the US does not simplify the account. It adds layers.

What changes and what does 
not when you leave the US

International friction 
shows up late
US expats often encounter friction only when they need flexibility.

Common pressure points include:

• Provider restrictions applied years after relocation
• Delays or refusals when accessing funds
• Complications paying benefits outside the US

By the time these issues surface, options are often narrower than expected.
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These are structural options, not recommendations. The right choice depends on 
where you live, your tax position, and timing. 

At higher balances, the priority is not optimisation. It is avoiding irreversible errors.

Your international 401(k) options

Option 1: 
Leave the account where it is

Option 2: 
Restructure inside the US system

What it is: The 401(k) remains with the existing provider inside the US 
system. 

What goes wrong internationally: Provider policies change, access becomes 
restricted, and currency and tax exposure drift out of alignment. 

Why it is hard to undo: Restrictions often appear later, when restructuring or 
moving becomes more difficult.

What it is: The account is consolidated or restructured within US retirement 
structures. 

What goes wrong internationally: Actions that are neutral under US rules 
can trigger tax or reporting issues elsewhere.

Why it is hard to undo: Once executed, restructuring decisions are often 
difficult to reverse without cost.
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Option 3: 
Access the account while living abroad

Option 4: 
Cash out

What it is: Distributions are taken while resident outside the United States.

What goes wrong internationally: US tax withholding may apply, additional 
tax may be due locally, and timing and currency effects compound.

Why it is hard to undo: Distributions permanently reduce the account and 
limit future flexibility.

What it is: The account is fully liquidated.

What goes wrong internationally: Tax exposure is immediate and often 
higher than expected.

Why it is hard to undo: Once cashed out, the tax‑deferred structure is 
permanently lost.
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At $500k plus, the priority is avoiding irreversible errors and unnecessary tax drag.
At $1m plus, the priority shifts to long‑term coordination across tax exposure, 
currency alignment, access planning, and estate structure.

At these levels, mistakes are harder to unwind and cost more to correct.

US rules that apply to earned income often do not apply to retirement 
transactions. Assuming they do is one of the fastest ways international planning 
goes wrong. Understanding which rules apply, and when they stop applying, is part 
of avoiding decisions that cannot be easily reversed.

Problems usually arise when: 

• Inaction is treated as neutral
• US rules are assumed to travel with the individual
• Decisions are made in isolation
• Timing is ignored

By the time consequences appear, options have often narrowed.

How priorities change 
at higher balances

Why generic tax rules 
are not enough

Where internationally mobile 
professionals get hurt
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401(k) decisions interact with:

• Cross‑border tax exposure
• Currency and investment alignment
• Residency and future mobility
• Estate and beneficiary planning.

• What you can do now
• What you should not do yet
• Which decisions will narrow later depending on where you live.

This is not a sales call. It is clarity before options narrow. 
If you finished reading this guide thinking, “I need to review this,” then it 
has done its job.

Why coordination 
becomes unavoidable

Accountants focus on tax years. Investment platforms focus on accounts. 
International lives unfold over decades. Without coordination, small 
decisions compound into expensive outcomes.

How Forth Capital fits 
into this picture

Forth Capital works with internationally mobile US expats to help them 
understand their structural options before decisions narrow. The role is 
not to provide US‑regulated retirement advice, or to recommend specific 
actions in relation to an individual’s 401(k).

The role is to provide clarity and coordination, drawing on the 
appropriate expertise where needed, so decisions are made 
deliberately rather than by default.

Next steps

Most US expats do not get hurt by one big mistake. They get hurt by 
years of small assumptions.

One possible next step is a short sanity check to help confirm: 
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