
I want to tell you about a Tuesday morning in Porto.

I was sitting in a café on Rua de Santa Catarina, the kind of place with tiny cups and even tinier pastries,

watching the city wake up through a rain-streaked window. I had a full day of client work ahead of me, a walk

planned through the Ribeira for the afternoon, and dinner reserved at a restaurant I'd been meaning to try

for two weeks. There was nowhere I needed to be. Nothing I was running from. I was, in the most

uncomplicated way possible, content.

That version of contentment took me almost a year to fully access. And part of what made it possible was

travel insurance.

That sounds like an odd thing to say. Insurance isn't usually associated with joy or freedom. It's paperwork

and premiums and fine print. But the year before Porto, I'd spent eight months in various countries without

coverage — convincing myself I was being practical and financially disciplined — and I can tell you from

direct experience that living abroad without a safety net has a particular texture. A low, persistent unease. A

background noise that you only notice when it stops.

Getting properly covered was when it stopped.

The Year Without a Net

My first year nomadic, I was based mostly in Southeast Asia — Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, a brief stint in

the Philippines. I was 28, healthy, careful with money, and deeply skeptical of anything that felt like

unnecessary overhead. Insurance felt like overhead.

So I self-insured, which is a polite way of saying I didn't have insurance and just hoped nothing would

happen.

For eight months, nothing did. But I was aware — always aware — of the exposure. Every time I got on a

motorbike taxi in Hanoi, I ran a quick mental calculation. Every time I ate from a new street stall in Chiang

Mai, I thought about what a hospital visit would cost. Every headache, every stomach ache, every weird

feeling that I'd have dismissed at home became slightly amplified by the knowledge that dealing with it here,

alone, without coverage, would be expensive and logistically difficult.

I didn't consciously identify this as anxiety. I just thought it was part of the deal. The trade-off of nomadic

life.

It wasn't until I got coverage that I understood what I'd been carrying.

The Moment I Understood the Value

I got my first proper nomad insurance plan after talking to a friend who'd had a serious accident in

Indonesia. She was fine in the end — her insurer handled everything — but watching her navigate it from the

outside made me realize what having support looked like versus not having it.

The change was almost immediate and almost entirely psychological.

The motorbike in Hanoi became just a motorbike. The street food in Chiang Mai became just food. When I

got a stomach bug in Medellín six months later, I went to a clinic the same afternoon without thinking twice

about the cost — because I knew it was covered. I described my symptoms to the doctor, got medication,

paid my small deductible, and was back at my desk by evening.



That's it. That's the whole story. There was no drama, no agonizing over whether it was "bad enough" to

justify the expense, no mental arithmetic at the pharmacy. I was sick, I got treated, I moved on.

Compare that to how I would have handled the same situation a year earlier: probably waiting another day to

see if it passed, then another, then finally going to a doctor after the situation had gotten worse and the guilt

about the cost had grown heavy enough to push through.

What Peace of Mind Actually Looks Like Day-to-Day

I've been properly covered for over two years now. Here's what's actually changed in how I experience being

abroad:

I access medical care appropriately. Before coverage, I set a mental threshold — symptoms had to reach a

certain severity before I'd see a doctor. Now that threshold is normal. Mild concern, go get it checked. It's

how people with access to healthcare are supposed to behave, and it turns out it's also better for your

health.

I make decisions based on what I want, not what I can afford to risk. I rented a proper 4x4 to drive

through parts of northern Morocco instead of taking the cheaper, less safe shared taxi option. I went hiking

in a remote area of Portugal without spending the whole time calculating what a mountain rescue would

cost. Small decisions, but they add up to a different quality of experience.

I sleep better. This is the most mundane one and also the most true. I don't wake up at 3 a.m. running

imaginary worst-case scenarios. The catastrophic events are covered. The money concern is off the table.

There is actual, measurable improvement in my sleep.

I worry less about the people I'm with. When I'm traveling with a partner or a friend, the anxiety about

uninsured exposure used to extend to them too — are they covered? Would I be able to help if something

happened? Having my own coverage resolved my half of that equation.

The Research Phase: What to Actually Look For

When I went looking for the right plan, I found the options genuinely confusing. Standard tourist insurance

doesn't work well for nomads — it's designed for defined trips with return flights, not for people who've

been abroad continuously for eight months with no fixed end date.

There's a meaningful difference between what tourist insurance covers and what nomad-specific plans

offer. The best travel insurance for digital nomads breaks this down well — specifically the things that matter

when you're living abroad rather than visiting, like continuous multi-country coverage, the absence of home-

return requirements, and how different plans handle pre-existing conditions for long-term travelers.

The key things I looked for when choosing my plan:

Feature Why It Matters for Nomads No fixed return date required Nomads don't have return flights booked

Continuous coverage across countries Standard plans reset with each trip Medical limit of $250,000+

Evacuation alone can cost $100,000+ Direct billing network Avoid fronting large sums while abroad 24/7

emergency hotline Time zones mean 2 a.m. emergencies Mental health coverage Nomad life has real

psychological stressors Gear/electronics coverage Laptops are our primary work tools

That last point — mental health coverage — is something I now consider non-negotiable. The stress of

nomadic life is real, and having access to remote therapy sessions or counseling when you're struggling far

from your support network is genuinely valuable.

https://www.earthsims.com/insurance/best-travel-insurance-digital-nomads/


The Thing Nobody Tells You About Contentment

The Porto Tuesday I described at the beginning wasn't the product of finally having enough money, or being

in the most beautiful city, or having the most fulfilling client work. Those things were all present, but they're

present on plenty of days that don't feel that way.

What was different was the absence of the background noise. The quiet that comes from knowing that if

something goes wrong — if best travel insurance I get sick, if I fall, if something is stolen, if I need to get

home quickly — there's a system in place that will help me manage it.

It's hard to fully relax into the life you've built when you're subtly best travel insurance aware that one bad

event could financially destabilize everything. Insurance doesn't eliminate risk. But it puts a floor under the

consequences, and that floor changes how you inhabit the life above it.

I used to think of travel insurance as a line item to minimize. Now I think of it as part of the infrastructure of a

sustainable nomadic life — the same category as a good laptop, a reliable VPN, and a stable internet

connection. Things that don't generate excitement, but that make everything else possible.

The Tuesday mornings in Porto are the dividend.
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