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To all the Americans and Canadians who didn't just visit Mexico, but truly opened their hearts to it. 

To those who learned that "mañana" isn't laziness, but a different way of valuing life over deadlines.

To those who sat at a stranger's table and discovered that Mexican hospitality isn't just politeness, it's a way of living.

To those who danced at a quinceañera, cried at a Day of the Dead altar, and understood that traditions aren't quaint customs, they're the threads that hold communities together.

To those who traded their hurried pace for long afternoons of conversation, who discovered that a simple "buen provecho" means more than bon appétit, it means we see you, we wish you well.

To those who tasted mole and took the time to appreciate the hours of love that went into it, who learned that Mexican food isn't just tacos, it's generations of wisdom in every recipe.

To those who stopped trying to change Mexico to fit their expectations and instead let Mexico change them.

To those who learned to laugh at their own mistakes, who humbled themselves to learn a new language from patient neighbors, who understood that being a guest in another country is a privilege, not a right.

To those who found that the life they were chasing all along was waiting for them in the warmth of the Mexican sun and the even greater warmth of the Mexican people.

This book is for you, and for all those who hope to follow in your footsteps with the same open heart and respect.

— Juan Rodriguez Aceves
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Preface




I need to be honest with you right from the start. This isn't going to be one of those books that paints Mexico as some magical paradise where your retirement dollars stretch forever and every day feels like vacation. You've probably seen enough of those already, with their glossy photos of beaches and promises of the perfect life for pennies on the dollar. 

This book exists because too many people move to Mexico with unrealistic expectations, and too many of them end up disappointed, frustrated, or back home within a year wondering what went wrong. They come looking for cheap margaritas and permanent sunshine, but they forget they're moving to a real country with real people, real problems, and a real culture that doesn't revolve around making foreigners comfortable.

I'm writing this from a somewhat unusual perspective. I was born in Atotonilco el Alto, a small town in Jalisco where everybody knows everybody, where life revolves around farming and family gardens, where traditions aren't performed for tourists because there are no tourists, just neighbors living their lives the way their grandparents did. I grew up in Guadalajara, became an accountant, and at twenty-four, I moved to the United States as a legal resident.

I spent thirty-eight years in America. I started at the bottom, cleaning hotel rooms while going to school at night to learn English. I worked my way through different jobs, became a US citizen, raised a family, became a foster parent to over a hundred children, and built a life there. I know what it's like to be the foreigner. I know what it's like to struggle with a new language, to misunderstand cultural cues, to feel like an outsider even after decades. I know what it's like to work hard to integrate into a society that wasn't mine by birth.

And now, retired, I've moved back to Guadalajara. I've come full circle. I'm the reverse of what you're considering, an American retiree who returned to his birth country. But here's the thing, even though I was born here, even though Spanish is my first language, even though I understand the culture in my bones, coming back after nearly four decades away has been an adjustment. Mexico changed while I was gone. I changed while I was away.

So I understand both sides of this equation in a way that most guidebook writers don't. I know what Americans and Canadians expect because I lived among you for most of my adult life. I absorbed your culture, your pace, your way of communicating, your sense of time and efficiency. But I also know Mexico, not as an outsider looking in with fresh tourist eyes, but as someone who was shaped by this place, who carries its rhythms in his blood.

I've watched the wave of American and Canadian retirees grow larger every year. I've seen the ones who thrive and become genuine parts of their communities. I've also seen the ones who complain that things don't work "like back home," who get frustrated when people don't speak English, who treat Mexico like it's supposed to serve them rather than understanding they're guests in someone else's home.

The difference between these two groups isn't luck. It's not about how much money they have or which town they chose. The difference is respect, flexibility, and realistic expectations.

Mexico is beautiful. Our culture is rich, our people are warm, our food is incredible, and yes, your money will likely go further here than in the US or Canada. The weather in many places is gorgeous year-round. The pace of life is slower, less stressful, more focused on family and relationships than on productivity and profit. These things are all true.

But Mexico is also a developing country with infrastructure problems, bureaucratic nightmares, and cultural differences that can drive you crazy if you're not prepared for them. Things break and take forever to fix. The concept of customer service is completely different. Time works differently here. "Mañana" really might mean tomorrow, or it might mean next week, or it might mean "I'm being polite and not saying no directly."

If you can't handle your internet going out for three days, if you need everything to run on schedule, if you expect everyone to speak English and accommodate your preferences, if you think your American or Canadian passport makes you special, then Mexico probably isn't for you. And that's okay. Not everyone is cut out for expat life, and there's no shame in admitting it.

But if you're willing to be flexible, if you can laugh when things don't go according to plan, if you're genuinely interested in learning about a different culture rather than just living in a cheaper version of your home country, if you can check your entitlement and approach Mexico with humility and curiosity, then you might just find something wonderful here.

I learned these lessons the hard way when I moved to the United States. I learned that integration requires humility. That your way of doing things isn't automatically the right way just because it's familiar. That earning respect in a new country means respecting that country first. That language barriers go both ways and patience is required on all sides. That you can't expect people to accommodate you, you have to do the work to fit in.

Now I'm watching Americans and Canadians go through the same journey in reverse, and I see so many making the mistakes I could have made if I hadn't approached America with the right attitude. The difference is, I knew I was the outsider. I knew I had to adapt. Some retirees coming to Mexico seem to forget this basic truth.

This book will walk you through everything you need to know, from the very first spark of the idea to retire in Mexico all the way through to settling into your new home. We're going to talk about money, visas, healthcare, where to live, and how to actually do this move. But more importantly, we're going to talk about the cultural realities that most guidebooks skip over.

I'm going to tell you about the beautiful traditions that might move you to tears. I'm also going to tell you about the things that will frustrate you beyond belief. I'm going to explain why Mexicans communicate the way we do, why we're not as politically aggressive as Americans tend to be, why family comes before everything else, and why your direct, efficient American communication style might come across as incredibly rude here.

My goal isn't to talk you into moving to Mexico or to scare you away from it. My goal is to give you the complete, honest picture so you can make an informed decision. If after reading this book you decide Mexico isn't for you, then I've done you a favor and saved you from an expensive mistake. If you decide to go forward with eyes wide open, understanding both the challenges and the rewards, then you'll be one of the ones who makes it work.

One more thing before we begin. You'll notice I use the word "gringo" throughout this book. I know some of you might find that off-putting, but in Mexico, it's simply the word we use for foreigners from the US and Canada. It's not meant as an insult. Your neighbors will call you gringo with affection. Your friends will call you gringo while laughing and sharing a beer with you. Even Mexican-Americans who move here get called gringo. It's descriptive, not derogatory. If you're going to live in Mexico, you'll need to get comfortable with it, because that's what you'll be, a gringo living in Mexico. And there's absolutely nothing wrong with that.

Now, let's start at the beginning. Let's start with that moment when you first thought, "Maybe I could retire in Mexico."

— Juan Rodriguez Aceves










  
  
Introduction




Before we begin, let me address something that might be on your mind. You'll notice the title of this book uses the word "gringo," and I'm going to use it throughout these pages. I want you to understand what this word means in Mexico, because it's probably different from what you think. 

In the United States and Canada, "gringo" is sometimes considered offensive, a slur, something said with contempt. But that's not what it means here. In Mexico, gringo is simply the word we use for people from the United States and Canada. It's descriptive, not derogatory. It's no different than how Canadians might call Americans "Yankees" or how the British say "Yanks." It's just a word that identifies where you're from.

Your Mexican neighbors will call you gringo with genuine affection. The vendor at the mercado will call you gringo while selecting the best avocados for you. Your friends will call you gringo while sharing a beer and laughing together. Even Mexican-Americans who move here from the States get called gringo. It's not an insult. It's not meant to diminish you or make you feel less than. It's simply what you are, a foreigner from north of the border.

And here's the thing, if you're going to live in Mexico, you need to get comfortable with being called gringo, because that's what you'll be. You'll always be the gringo, even if you live here for thirty years and speak perfect Spanish. And there's absolutely nothing wrong with that. It's not about being less than, it's just about being different. It's about being from somewhere else.

In fact, many expats who've been here for years embrace the term. They call themselves gringos. They make jokes about "gringo problems" when they struggle with something cultural. It becomes part of their identity here, not in a negative way, but in a way that acknowledges their unique position as bridges between two cultures.

So when you see "gringo" in this book, understand it's being used with the same spirit of simple identification, without judgment, without contempt. We're all gringos here in this conversation, and that's perfectly fine. Now, let's talk about your journey to Mexico.

The Beginning of Your Story

Let me guess how this started for you. Maybe you were sitting in your living room during another brutal winter, watching the snow pile up outside while your heating bill climbed higher. Or perhaps you were looking at your retirement account and doing the math, realizing that the life you imagined in Florida or Arizona was going to be a lot tighter than you'd hoped. Maybe you have a friend who moved to Mexico and keeps posting pictures on Facebook of perfect weather, beautiful colonial architecture, and dinners out that cost less than a fast food meal back home.

Or maybe it was simpler than that. Maybe you were on vacation in Cabo or Puerto Vallarta or Playa del Carmen, and somewhere between the beach and the margaritas, you thought, "Why don't I just stay?"

However it started, here you are, seriously considering one of the biggest moves of your life. Retiring to a foreign country isn't like moving to a different state. This isn't just a change of address. It's a change of everything, language, culture, systems, expectations, daily rhythms, the basic assumptions about how life works.

And that's exciting. It's also terrifying. Which is probably why you're reading this book.

I want you to understand something important right from the start. Moving to Mexico can be one of the best decisions you ever make, or it can be one of the worst. The difference isn't about Mexico. The difference is about you, your expectations, your flexibility, your willingness to adapt, and your reasons for coming.

My Journey Between Two Worlds

When I moved to the United States at twenty-four, I had no illusions about what I was walking into. I knew I'd be starting over. I knew the language would be hard. I knew I'd have to work jobs that had nothing to do with my university degree as an accountant. I cleaned hotel rooms. I went to school at night to learn English. I worked in a screen printing business. It took years before I felt like I truly understood American culture, and even longer before I felt like I belonged.

But I made it work because I came with the right mindset. I wasn't expecting America to accommodate me. I was prepared to accommodate America. I didn't complain that things weren't done the way they were in Jalisco. I learned how things were done in my new home and adapted. I embraced the challenge of becoming part of something new while holding onto what made me who I was.

I spent thirty-eight years building a life in the United States. I became a citizen. I raised a family. I became a foster parent to over a hundred children. I learned not just to speak English, but to think in English, to understand American culture from the inside. I experienced the beauty of American opportunity and innovation, and yes, I also experienced the challenges, the pace, the stress, the isolation that can come with that culture.

And then I retired and moved back to Mexico, back to Guadalajara, back to a country that was both familiar and foreign after nearly four decades away. I became, in a way, a reverse version of what you're considering. And that journey has given me a unique perspective, I understand what you're leaving behind because I lived it fully, and I understand what you're moving toward because it's in my bones.

Now I'm watching Americans and Canadians move to Mexico, and I can tell within the first month which ones are going to thrive and which ones are going to struggle. It has nothing to do with their Spanish skills, though that helps. It has nothing to do with how much money they have, though that helps too. It has everything to do with their attitude and their heart.

The Ones Who Thrive

The ones who make it are the ones who come curious instead of entitled. They're the ones who understand they're guests in someone else's country, invited to participate in a culture that existed long before they arrived and will continue long after they're gone. They're the ones who get frustrated when things don't work the way they expect, sure, that's natural, but then they take a breath, maybe laugh at themselves a little, and figure out how to work within the system that exists rather than demanding the system change for them.

These are the people who embrace the learning curve. Who celebrate their small victories, like successfully ordering food at a local restaurant or understanding a joke in Spanish. Who recognize that mistakes are part of the journey and that every confused moment is actually an opportunity to learn something new about this rich, complex culture.

They're the ones who build genuine friendships with their Mexican neighbors, who get invited to family celebrations, who become part of the fabric of their community rather than remaining separate from it. They're the ones who, five years later, can't imagine living anywhere else, not because Mexico is perfect, but because they've allowed themselves to be transformed by the experience.

The Ones Who Struggle

The ones who don't make it are the ones who come expecting Mexico to be like the United States or Canada, just cheaper and warmer. They're the ones who get angry when the repairman doesn't show up exactly on time. They're the ones who complain loudly in English about how things are done here, as if volume will somehow change an entire culture. They're the ones who only socialize with other expats and then wonder why they feel disconnected and lonely, not realizing they've built their own cage.

They're the ones who eventually go back home, bitter and disappointed, telling everyone that Mexico isn't what it's cracked up to be. They'll say the people were unreliable, the systems were broken, nothing worked right. But what they're really saying is that Mexico wasn't willing to become America for their convenience.

The Truth About Mexico

Here's the truth, Mexico is exactly what it's cracked up to be. It's beautiful and frustrating. It's affordable and complicated. It's welcoming and different. It's all the things you've heard, good and bad, wonderful and challenging. The question isn't whether Mexico is right for retirement. The question is whether you're ready for Mexico, really ready, with all that means.

This book is going to help you figure that out. We're going to start at the very beginning, with that first thought about retiring to Mexico, and we're going to walk through every single step of the process all the way to the point where you're settled into your new home, or where you've decided this isn't for you after all. And I want you to know that both outcomes are absolutely fine. There's no failure in realizing something isn't your fit. The only failure would be in not being honest with yourself about what you truly need to be happy.

What We'll Explore Together

We're going to talk about money, and I mean real numbers, not the fantasy budgets you see online that conveniently leave out half the actual costs. I'll give you the honest financial picture so you can make an informed decision about whether this move makes sense for your situation.

We're going to talk about visas and the bureaucratic maze you'll need to navigate. Yes, it can be frustrating, but I'll help you understand how to approach it with patience and even some humor.

We're going to talk about healthcare, and yes, it can be excellent here, truly world-class in many places, but it's also different in ways you need to understand. I'll help you navigate your options so you can make choices that give you peace of mind.

We're going to talk about where to live. Mexico is enormous and wonderfully diverse, and the experience of living in San Miguel de Allende is nothing like living in Mérida, which is nothing like living in Puerto Vallarta, which is nothing like living in a small town in Jalisco where I grew up. Beach versus mountains versus colonial cities. Expat-heavy communities versus places where you might be one of the only foreigners. Each choice comes with trade-offs, and I'll help you think through what matters most to you.

The Heart of the Matter: Culture

But more than any of that, we're going to talk about culture. Because this is where most people who struggle in Mexico actually struggle. They can handle the visa process. They can figure out the banking system. What they can't handle is the fundamental difference in how life works here, and that's because nobody prepared them for it.

We're going to talk about time and how Mexicans relate to it differently than Americans or Canadians. This isn't about Mexicans being lazy or inefficient, it's about a completely different set of priorities that, once you understand them, might actually teach you something valuable about what matters in life.

We're going to talk about communication styles and why your direct, efficient way of speaking might be coming across as rude even when you don't mean it that way. I'll help you learn to communicate in ways that build bridges instead of walls.

We're going to talk about family and how central it is to everything in Mexican life. In a culture where family comes first, always, you'll see both incredible beauty and some challenges as an outsider looking in. I'll help you understand both.

We're going to talk about religion and traditions and why they matter more here than they might back home. You don't have to be religious to appreciate and respect the role that faith and tradition play in creating community and meaning here.

We're going to talk about politics, or rather, about how Mexicans generally don't talk about politics the way Americans do, and why you should follow that example. This isn't about suppressing your views, it's about understanding what builds community and what damages it.

And we're going to talk about something that nobody else seems willing to address directly, the entitled behavior that some American and Canadian retirees bring with them. The loud complaints in English. The expectation that everyone should speak English to accommodate them. The demands that things work "the right way," meaning the American way. The complete lack of awareness that they're guests in someone else's home.

Why I Can Say These Things

I can say this because I've been on both sides. I know what it's like to be the immigrant, the outsider, the one learning a new language and new customs. I know what it's like when people in your new country treat you like you're somehow less than them because you don't speak the language perfectly or because you do things differently. And I know how much harder those people made my journey than it needed to be, how their impatience and judgment created unnecessary pain.

I also know the flip side. I know the Americans and Canadians who welcomed me, who were patient with my English, who appreciated what I brought from my culture even as I was learning theirs. Those people made all the difference. They showed me that it was possible to bridge two worlds, to belong in both places while being fully yourself.

Don't be the person who makes life harder for others. Please. Mexico doesn't need more entitled expats who expect to be catered to. Mexico needs people who come with respect and curiosity and open hearts. People who understand that they're coming to learn, not to teach. People who appreciate that they're being allowed to live in a beautiful country with a rich culture, and who treat that privilege with the gratitude and humility it deserves.

My Promise to You

Now, I know some of this sounds challenging. I'm not sugar-coating the difficulties because I respect you too much to do that. I'd rather be honest with you now, before you make this move, than have you arrive in Mexico unprepared and end up as another disappointed expat complaining in an online forum about how Mexico let you down.

Mexico won't let you down. But you might let yourself down if you come with unrealistic expectations. And I care too much about both you and Mexico to let that happen if I can help prevent it.

Here's what I want you to understand as we begin this journey through the book. Retiring to Mexico isn't about escaping your old life. It's about building a new one. It's not about finding a cheaper version of America or Canada. It's about embracing a different way of living entirely. It's not about what Mexico can do for you. It's about what you can bring to Mexico while respecting and celebrating everything that's already here.

And here's the beautiful part, if you come with the right spirit, if you come ready to learn and grow and be changed by this experience, Mexico can give you gifts you didn't even know you were looking for. A sense of community that might have been missing from your life. A slower pace that lets you actually breathe and be present. Connections with people that are genuine and deep. A reminder of what actually matters, family, tradition, relationship, joy, celebration, life itself.

Your Journey Begins

If that sounds good to you, if that's the kind of experience you're hoping for, then keep reading. We're going to give you everything you need to know to make this work. The practical stuff, the cultural stuff, the good, the bad, and yes, the ugly parts that nobody likes to talk about but that you absolutely need to know.

And here's my promise to you. I'm not going to sugarcoat anything. I'm not trying to sell you on Mexico. I don't work for a real estate company or a relocation service. I'm not getting paid to convince you to move here. I'm just someone who has lived on both sides of the border, who understands both cultures deeply, who has been the outsider in both places, and who wants to see people make this transition successfully if they're going to do it at all.

I want you to succeed. I want you to find joy here. I want you to build a life that feels richer and more meaningful than what you left behind. But I also want you to be realistic, to understand the challenges, to prepare yourself mentally and emotionally for the adjustment.

So let's start at the beginning. Let's start with the most important question you need to answer before you go any further.

Why do you want to retire to Mexico?

No, really. Stop and think about it. Not the surface reasons like weather or cost of living. The real reasons. What are you running from? What are you running toward? What do you hope will be different about your life here? What are you willing to give up to get it? What are you absolutely not willing to compromise on?

Maybe take a moment right now and write down your answers. Be honest. Be thorough. These aren't questions with right or wrong answers, they're questions that will help you understand yourself better. Because these answers are going to determine whether Mexico is right for you, and if so, where in Mexico you should be looking, and how you should approach this entire process.

Throughout this book, I'm going to ask you to be honest with yourself. About your expectations. About your limitations. About your willingness to adapt. About your reasons for coming. Because the people who succeed in Mexico are the ones who know themselves well enough to make good decisions. They understand their own needs, their own boundaries, their own capacity for flexibility.

The people who struggle are often the ones who were running from something back home and expected Mexico to magically fix whatever was broken. It doesn't work that way. Mexico isn't a solution to your problems. It's a different set of opportunities and challenges. If you're happy and well-adjusted back home, you'll probably be happy here too, once you adjust. If you're miserable back home, you'll probably be miserable here, just with better weather.

So before we talk about visas and real estate and cost of living, before we talk about healthcare and banking and where to find good internet, we need to talk about you. We need to talk about whether this move makes sense for you personally. We need to talk about what you're really looking for and whether Mexico can provide it.

That's what the first section of this book is about. It's about helping you figure out if this dream of retiring to Mexico is a dream worth pursuing, or if it's just a fantasy that needs to be examined more carefully before you uproot your entire life.

Because here's the thing. Mexico is amazing. I love this country with my whole heart. I was born here, I came back here to retire, and I'm grateful every single day to be here. The warmth of the people, the richness of the culture, the beauty of the land, all of it fills me with joy. But it's not for everyone. And there's absolutely no shame in figuring that out before you've sold your house, shipped your belongings, and burned your bridges back home.

There's wisdom in self-knowledge. There's courage in being honest about your own needs and limitations. There's strength in making the choice that's right for you, even if it's not the choice everyone else is making.

So let's begin this exploration together. Let's figure out if Mexico is truly calling your name, or if you're just responding to the siren song of cheap rent and good weather. Let's figure out what you're really looking for and whether you have what it takes to find it here. Let's approach this decision with both hope and realism, with both excitement and wisdom.

I'm here as your guide, someone who has walked in both worlds, someone who understands both the challenges and the rewards. Someone who wants the best for you, whatever that turns out to be.

Ready? Take a deep breath. Let's go on this journey together.

— Juan Rodriguez Aceves










  
  

Chapter one

So You're Thinking About Mexico





PART ONE: THE DREAM AND THE REALITY CHECK 

Let's talk about that moment. You know the one I'm talking about. That moment when the idea first planted itself in your mind. Maybe you were shoveling snow for the third time in a week, your back aching, your fingers numb even inside your gloves, thinking there has to be a better way to spend your retirement years. Or maybe you were sitting at your kitchen table with a calculator, adding up your Social Security, your pension if you're lucky enough to have one, your retirement savings, and realizing that the comfortable retirement you imagined in the States or Canada is going to be a lot less comfortable than you'd hoped.

Maybe it started with a vacation. You spent a week in Cabo or Puerto Vallarta, and somewhere between the perfect weather and the three-dollar margaritas, you thought, why am I going back? What's really waiting for me there that I couldn't have here, except for cheaper and with better weather?

Or maybe it was a friend. You know, that couple from your neighborhood who sold everything and moved to San Miguel de Allende, and now their Facebook page is nothing but pictures of them looking younger and happier, eating incredible food, posting sunset photos from their terrace, talking about how their rent is less than what you pay for car insurance back home.

However it started, here you are. The idea has taken root. Mexico. Retirement. A different life. A better life, maybe. Or at least a more affordable one with better weather. The dream is starting to feel like it could be a plan.

Before we go any further, before we talk about visas or real estate or cost of living or any of the practical details, I want you to sit with this moment for a bit. Because this moment right here, this is where most people make their first and biggest mistake. They rush past it. They go straight from "wouldn't it be nice" to researching neighborhoods and calling real estate agents, without ever stopping to really examine what they're looking for and why.

I've seen this pattern over and over again in the years since I moved back to Guadalajara. Americans and Canadians arrive with stars in their eyes and a head full of expectations they've never really examined. And then, six months or a year later, they're miserable and confused, wondering why this dream turned into something so different from what they imagined.

So let's slow down. Let's really look at what you're thinking and feeling right now, because understanding your own motivations is going to determine whether Mexico becomes one of the best decisions of your life or one of the biggest mistakes.

Why People Really Consider Mexico

On the surface, the reasons seem obvious. It's cheaper. It's warmer. The food is amazing. The culture is rich. The people are friendly. The pace is slower. All of these things are true, by the way. Mexico really does offer all of this. But here's what I've learned from watching hundreds of expats navigate this transition. The surface reasons aren't usually the real reasons. And if you don't understand your real reasons, you're going to end up disappointed even when Mexico delivers exactly what it promised.

Let me tell you about some people I've met and see if you recognize yourself in any of their stories.

There's the couple I'll call Tom and Linda. They moved to Lake Chapala because their retirement money wasn't going to stretch far enough in Arizona. The math was simple. Their combined Social Security and small pensions could give them a struggling, penny-pinching existence in Phoenix, or a comfortable, even luxurious life in Mexico. They weren't running toward Mexico, they were running away from financial anxiety. And you know what? They're doing great. They've been here five years now. They learned Spanish. They made friends with their neighbors. They embraced the culture. For them, it worked because even though they came for the money, they stayed open to everything else Mexico had to offer.

Then there's someone I'll call Robert. He came to Puerto Vallarta after a bitter divorce, looking for a fresh start and maybe some adventure. He was running away from his old life, hoping Mexico would somehow make him feel young and free again. That didn't work out so well. See, wherever you go, there you are. Robert brought all his baggage with him. The loneliness, the bitterness, the inability to connect with people. Mexico didn't fix any of that. It just gave him a different backdrop for the same problems. Last I heard, he'd moved back to Canada, blaming Mexico for not living up to his expectations, when really Mexico was never the problem.

There's Maria and John, a couple who came because they genuinely fell in love with Mexican culture. They'd been coming here on vacation for twenty years. They'd learned Spanish. They'd developed real friendships with Mexican families. They understood what they were getting into, and they came because they wanted more of what they'd already experienced and loved. They're thriving, naturally. They had realistic expectations based on actual experience.

And then there's people like Betty, who came because all her friends were doing it. She didn't particularly like Mexico when she visited. She found the chaos stressful and the language barrier frustrating. But everyone in her social circle was moving to San Miguel, and she didn't want to be left behind. She's miserable. She spends all her time in the expat bubble, complaining about everything that's different from back home, counting the days until she can afford to move back.

I'm telling you these stories because I want you to think honestly about which one you're most like. Not which one you want to be like. Which one you actually are, right now, with your current motivations and expectations.

What Are You Really Looking For?

This is the question that matters most, and it's the one most people don't ask themselves honestly enough. So let me ask you some questions, and I want you to really think about your answers. Don't give me the answers you think you should give. Give me the real answers.

Are you looking for Mexico, or are you looking for escape? There's a difference, and it matters. If you're genuinely drawn to Mexican culture, if you're excited about learning the language and understanding the traditions and being part of a different way of life, that's one thing. But if you're just trying to run away from something back home, problems with money or relationships or health or loneliness or boredom, Mexico isn't going to fix those things. You'll just be dealing with the same issues in a place where you don't speak the language and don't understand the culture.

When I moved to the United States at twenty-four, I wasn't running from Mexico. I was running toward opportunity. I wanted to build something, to challenge myself, to grow. That's why I made it work even when things were hard. But I've seen people move to America trying to escape problems back home, and it never goes well. The same is true in reverse.

Do you romanticize struggle, or are you genuinely prepared for it? A lot of people think they want a simpler, slower life until they actually experience what that means. It means waiting. A lot of waiting. It means things not working the way you expect. It means bureaucracy that makes no sense to you. It means repairs that take three times as long as they should. It means learning to be patient when everything in your American or Canadian conditioning is screaming at you to demand better service, faster response, more efficiency.

Some people find this actually freeing. They discover that letting go of the need for everything to run smoothly and quickly reduces their stress. Others find it infuriating. Which one are you going to be? Be honest with yourself.

Are you looking for a different life, or just a cheaper version of your current life? This is huge. So many expats move to Mexico expecting to live exactly the same life they had in the US or Canada, just with better weather and lower costs. They want American-style customer service, English-speaking doctors, Home Depot, Costco, fast internet, efficient bureaucracy, and Mexican people who accommodate their expectations. Then they get frustrated when Mexico turns out to be Mexican.

If what you really want is a gated community full of other English-speaking retirees where you can live a recognizable American lifestyle for less money, that exists. Places like Lake Chapala and San Miguel de Allende have large expat communities where you can live in that bubble if you choose. There's no shame in that if it's what you truly want and you're honest about it. But don't fool yourself into thinking you're experiencing Mexico. You're experiencing an American enclave that happens to be located in Mexico.

On the other hand, if you're genuinely interested in integration, in being part of Mexican life rather than apart from it, that's beautiful, but it's also harder. It requires language skills. It requires cultural humility. It requires accepting that you're the one who needs to adapt, not the other way around.

How do you handle being the outsider? Because that's what you'll be, no matter how long you live here or how well you speak Spanish. You'll always be the gringo. Some people find this freeing, like it gives them permission to make mistakes without judgment. Others find it isolating and frustrating. When I was in the United States, I was always aware of being the outsider, even after I became a citizen, even after decades. For me, it was motivating. It pushed me to integrate, to prove myself, to build bridges. But I've known immigrants who found that same feeling crushing.

Which are you? How do you feel when you're the only person in a room who doesn't fully understand what's going on? When you're the one who doesn't get the joke, doesn't understand the reference, doesn't know the unwritten rules? If that makes you anxious or angry, Mexico might be hard for you.

The Questions Nobody Asks But Everyone Should

Let me give you some questions that most guidebooks won't ask but that I think are essential. Take your time with these. Maybe even write down your answers. Be brutally honest. Nobody's judging you. This is just for you.

Why now? What is it about this particular moment in your life that makes Mexico feel like the answer? Are you retiring and facing a void where your career used to be? Are you dealing with a loss or a major life change? Are you bored? Lonely? Financially stressed? Restless? There's no wrong answer here, but understanding what's driving this decision will help you know if Mexico is actually going to address what you're feeling.

What are you hoping will be different about your life? Really think about this one. In your imagination, what does a typical day in Mexico look like? What are you doing? Who are you with? How do you feel? Now, be honest. How much of that vision actually requires being in Mexico, and how much of it is just about making different choices? Because here's a truth that's hard to hear. If you're bored and lonely and disconnected in Ohio, you might just be bored and lonely and disconnected in Oaxaca too, unless you're willing to do the work of building connections and finding purpose.

What are you willing to give up? Because you will give things up. Easy access to certain products. Familiar food brands. Being understood without effort. The ability to handle everything in your native language. Close proximity to family. Medical specialists you've been seeing for years. Your favorite stores. The efficiency you're used to. What's on your list of non-negotiables, things you absolutely cannot live without? And be realistic about whether Mexico can provide them.

How do you typically respond to frustration? Because Mexico will frustrate you. I can promise you that. Things will go wrong. Plans will fall through. People will tell you "mañana" and mean sometime next month. You'll misunderstand and be misunderstood. The internet will go out at the worst possible time. The water heater will break and the repair guy won't show up when he said he would. How do you handle that kind of thing? Do you laugh it off? Get angry? Shut down? Adapt and find solutions? Your answer to this will tell you a lot about whether you're built for expat life.

How important is control to you? Because in Mexico, you're going to have less control than you're used to. Control over your schedule, over service quality, over how quickly things get done, over being understood, over navigating systems. People who need a lot of control often struggle here. People who can let go and flow tend to thrive.

What's your relationship with your home country? Are you leaving on good terms, so to speak? Or are you angry at America or Canada, disgusted with the politics or the culture or the values? Because if you're moving away from something you hate, that negative energy is going to color your experience in Mexico. You'll always be comparing, always looking for evidence that you made the right choice, always needing Mexico to be better than what you left. That's exhausting and it's not fair to Mexico. Mexico doesn't exist to validate your decision or solve your problems. It's just a country being itself.

The Reality Check

Here's what I need you to understand before we go any further. Mexico is real. That sounds obvious, but you'd be surprised how many people treat it like a fantasy or a solution or a backdrop for their retirement dreams. Mexico is a real country with real people living real lives that have nothing to do with making your retirement comfortable.

It's not Disneyland. It's not a resort. It's not a cheaper version of the United States with better weather. It's Mexico. And Mexico is going to ask things of you. It's going to ask you to be patient. To be humble. To be a student instead of a teacher. To accept that things work differently here and that different doesn't mean wrong. To make an effort to understand rather than demanding to be understood.

If you can approach Mexico with that attitude, with genuine curiosity and respect and flexibility, you might find something wonderful here. Not just affordable living and nice weather, though you'll get that too. But also a sense of community that's harder to find back home. A pace that lets you actually breathe. Traditions that connect you to something bigger than yourself. Relationships that aren't rushed or transactional. A reminder of what matters most in life.

But if you're coming here expecting Mexico to serve you, to accommodate you, to make your life easy, you're going to be disappointed and probably become one of those bitter expats who spend all their time complaining about how things are better back home. And then the question becomes, why did you leave?

Moving Forward

If you're still reading, if you've thought honestly about these questions and you still feel drawn to Mexico, that's beautiful. That tells me you're approaching this with the right spirit. You're willing to look at yourself honestly. You're willing to examine your motivations. You're willing to consider that this might be hard as well as rewarding.

That's exactly the attitude that makes successful expats. Not the people who think it's going to be easy. Not the people who have unrealistic expectations. But the people who know it's going to be challenging and choose to do it anyway, because something about Mexico calls to them despite the difficulties.

In the next chapter, we're going to talk money. Real money. Not the fantasy budgets you see online but actual costs and actual financial planning. Because even if your heart is in the right place, even if your motivations are solid, you still need to be able to afford this move and sustain it long-term.

But before we get there, I want you to sit with what we've discussed in this chapter. Maybe talk about it with your partner if you have one. Maybe journal about it. Maybe just let it percolate for a few days. Because these questions about motivation and expectations are foundational. Everything else builds on this. Get this part right, and the rest becomes easier. Get this part wrong, and nothing else will matter.

Mexico will still be here when you're ready. Take your time figuring out if you're really ready for Mexico.








  
  

Chapter two

The Money Talk - Can You Really Afford It?





Alright, let's talk about the thing that probably brought you to this book in the first place. Money. Because let's be honest, most people don't dream about moving to Mexico just for the culture or the weather, at least not only for that. The financial reality is usually a big part of the equation. Maybe even the biggest part. 

And that's okay. There's no shame in wanting your retirement dollars to stretch further. There's no shame in admitting that you can't afford the retirement you imagined in the United States or Canada, but maybe, just maybe, you could afford it in Mexico. That's a legitimate, practical reason to consider this move. In fact, I'd argue it's one of the most honest reasons, as long as you're realistic about what the numbers actually look like.

But here's where things get tricky. The internet is full of articles and videos with headlines like "Live Like Royalty in Mexico on $1,500 a Month!" or "My Paradise Life in Mexico for Less Than $2,000!" And technically, some of those stories are true. But they're leaving out a lot. Sometimes a huge amount. And if you plan your move based on those fantasy budgets, you're going to find yourself in trouble pretty quickly.

I'm going to give you the real numbers. Not the best-case scenario numbers. Not the "if everything goes perfectly and you never have an emergency" numbers. The actual, realistic numbers based on what I see people really spending to live various lifestyles in different parts of Mexico. Some of this might disappoint you. Some of it might actually be better than you expected. But all of it will be honest.

The Truth About Those "Live on $1,500 a Month" Stories

Let me tell you what those budget articles usually aren't mentioning. They're talking about a single person, not a couple. They're renting a small place in a less desirable neighborhood, not the charming colonial house in the centro histórico. They're eating mostly local food from the mercado, not dining out at restaurants regularly. They're using public healthcare or going without, not paying for private insurance. They're not traveling back to visit family in the US or Canada. They're not maintaining a car. They're not including emergencies or unexpected expenses. They're living a very minimal lifestyle.

And you know what? For some people, that's genuinely fine. If you're single, if you're adaptable, if you're willing to live like a local rather than a tourist, if you're healthy and don't need much medical care, if you don't need to travel, you actually can live in Mexico on $1,500 or even less per month. I know people doing it. But I also know that for most American and Canadian retirees, that's not the lifestyle they're imagining when they dream about retiring to Mexico.

So let's talk about what different lifestyle levels actually cost in different parts of Mexico, and then you can figure out where you realistically fit.

The Bare Minimum Budget: $1,500 - $2,000 Monthly

This is survival mode, but comfortable survival if you're adaptable. Here's what this actually looks like.

You're renting a small one-bedroom apartment or house, probably not in the most desirable area. You're paying somewhere between $300 and $500 a month for rent, depending on the city and neighborhood. In smaller towns or less popular areas, you might pay even less. But understand, for this price, you're not getting a modern place with great views. You're getting functional housing, probably a bit older, maybe with some quirks like intermittent hot water or thin walls. It'll have the basics, but it won't be the charming casa you're picturing.

You're shopping at local mercados for most of your food, maybe supplementing with some things from the supermarket. You're cooking at home almost every meal. When you do eat out, you're going to taquerías and fondas, the local spots where meals cost $3 to $5, not the expat-friendly restaurants where meals cost $15 to $20. Your monthly food budget is probably around $300 to $400, and that's if you're eating well on local food.

You're using public transportation or walking most places. Maybe you have a bicycle. You're not maintaining a car because that would blow this budget immediately. Transportation costs you maybe $30 to $50 a month.

Your utilities, water, electricity, gas for cooking, internet, maybe a phone plan, are running you another $100 to $150 a month. Some months your electric bill will be higher if it's hot and you're running a fan or small air conditioner. Internet good enough to video call family back home is going to be at least $30 to $40 a month on its own.

You're probably not paying for private health insurance. You're either using public healthcare through IMSS, which we'll talk more about later, paying out of pocket for basic medical care when needed, or you're young and healthy enough that you're just hoping nothing major happens. This is risky, but it's what people on tight budgets often do.

Entertainment and extras are minimal. Maybe you catch a movie sometimes, maybe you have a beer with friends at a local bar. But you're not taking weekend trips to the beach or joining the golf club. This budget doesn't have room for much beyond the basics.

Add it all up, and you're looking at about $1,500 to $2,000 a month, and that's with zero cushion for emergencies, for travel back home, for replacement costs when things break, for unexpected medical expenses.

Can you live on this? Yes, if you're single, healthy, adaptable, and willing to live a very local lifestyle. Should you plan to live on this? Probably not, unless that's truly all you have and you're willing to accept the risks and limitations.

The Comfortable Modest Budget: $2,500 - $3,500 Monthly

This is where I see most single expats actually living if they want to be reasonably comfortable without stress. For a couple, you're probably looking at the higher end of this range.

Your housing is nicer now. You're paying $600 to $900 a month for a two-bedroom place in a decent neighborhood, or maybe a nice one-bedroom in a really good area. You have reliable hot water, decent water pressure, probably a small patio or balcony. The place has some character. You're not embarrassed when people visit. In smaller towns or less popular areas, this same rent might get you a small house with a garden.

Your food budget is more relaxed. You're still shopping at mercados because the produce is better and cheaper, but you're also buying some familiar comfort items from the supermarket. You're eating out once or twice a week at decent restaurants, not just taquerías. Maybe you're getting coffee at a café sometimes. You're not tracking every peso. Your food budget is probably $500 to $700 a month.

You might have a car, probably an older used one. Or you're using a combination of taxis, Uber, and occasional bus trips for longer distances. If you have a car, insurance, gas, and maintenance are adding maybe $200 to $300 a month to your budget. Without a car, your transportation is more like $100 to $150 a month.

Utilities are about the same as the bare-minimum budget, maybe a bit higher because you have more space or you're using air conditioning more. Figure $150 to $200 a month.

Here's the big difference. You're paying for health insurance. This might be through IMSS, the Mexican social security system, which for private enrollment costs around $40 to $100 a month depending on your age. Or you're paying for private Mexican health insurance, which might run $100 to $200 a month for basic coverage. Or you're keeping your US or Canadian insurance and supplementing with local coverage. We'll get into this more, but budget at least $100 to $200 a month for healthcare related costs, insurance plus any out-of-pocket expenses.

You have room for entertainment and hobbies. You're taking Spanish classes maybe. You're going to cultural events. You're having dinner with friends regularly. You're not feeling deprived or constantly worried about money. You have a cushion for when things come up, and things always come up.

This is a realistic, sustainable budget for most people who want to be comfortable without being extravagant. You're not living large, but you're not stressed about money either. You're able to enjoy your life and participate in your community.

The Comfortable Plus Budget: $4,000 - $6,000 Monthly

This is where you're living quite well by Mexican standards. You're probably not worrying much about money on a day-to-day basis. For a couple, this budget lets you enjoy life without thinking twice about most purchases.

Your housing is nice. Really nice. You're paying $1,200 to $2,000 a month for a beautiful three-bedroom house, maybe with a pool, or a gorgeous two-bedroom apartment in the best part of town. You might be in one of the more expensive expat-heavy areas like San Miguel de Allende or certain neighborhoods in Puerto Vallarta. Or you're living like a king in a smaller, less expensive town.

You eat wherever you want, whenever you want. You shop at the nice supermarkets where they have imported products. You eat out several times a week at good restaurants. You order in when you don't feel like cooking. You're not looking at prices on the menu. Food and dining out are probably running you $800 to $1,200 a month.

You definitely have a car, maybe even a relatively new one. Or you're using Uber without thinking about it. Transportation including car payment if you have one, insurance, gas, maintenance, might be $400 to $600 a month.

You have good health insurance, probably private Mexican insurance or you've kept your international coverage. You're not worried about medical costs. You might even have dental coverage included. You're budgeting $300 to $500 a month for healthcare, but you have the peace of mind that you're well covered.

You have a housekeeper who comes a couple times a week. Maybe a gardener if you have a house. Maybe someone to help with laundry or other tasks. Household help is affordable in Mexico, and at this budget level, it makes sense. That's maybe $200 to $300 a month.

You're traveling. Maybe you're going to the beach for a few days every few months. Maybe you're exploring different parts of Mexico. Maybe you're flying back to visit family in the US or Canada once or twice a year. You're budgeting for this.

Entertainment, hobbies, dining out, cultural activities, you're doing whatever sounds interesting. You're taking that cooking class. Joining that photography club. Going to concerts and theater. Living a full, rich life.

This budget lets you live very comfortably in Mexico. You're enjoying the lifestyle that probably attracted you to Mexico in the first place. You're not rich by US or Canadian standards, but by Mexican standards, you're doing really well.

The Luxury Budget: $6,000+ Monthly

Above this level, you're living a luxury lifestyle. Beautiful home, maybe even your own pool, housekeeper several days a week, eating at the finest restaurants, traveling regularly, private healthcare, a nice car, all the amenities. This exists in Mexico, and it's still cheaper than it would be in most US or Canadian cities, but at this level, you're not moving to Mexico primarily for financial reasons. You're moving because you want to be in Mexico and you happen to have the money to live very well here.

Regional Differences: Where Your Money Goes Further

Now, everything I just said varies dramatically depending on where in Mexico you choose to live. This is huge, and it's something people often don't research enough. The difference in cost of living between, say, San Miguel de Allende and a small town in Jalisco can be enormous.

Let me break down Mexico into rough categories based on cost of living.

The Expensive Areas

San Miguel de Allende is probably the most expensive place in Mexico for expats. It's beautiful, it's charming, it has a huge expat community, and everyone knows it. Landlords know they can charge premium prices. That $900 apartment in most Mexican cities might cost $1,500 in San Miguel. Restaurants cater to expats and tourists, so prices reflect that. It's still cheaper than most US cities, but it's expensive by Mexican standards.

Certain neighborhoods in Puerto Vallarta, especially the Romantic Zone and areas near the beach, are also pricey. You're paying for location and the fact that it's a major tourist destination.

Parts of Playa del Carmen and the Riviera Maya have gotten very expensive because of tourism and expat demand. Same with Los Cabos.

Certain upscale neighborhoods in Mexico City, like Polanco or Condesa, are expensive by any standard.

In these places, that "comfortable modest" budget I described might actually look more like the "bare minimum" lifestyle. You need more money to live comfortably because everything costs more, the rent, the food, the services, everything.

The Moderately Priced Areas

This is where you get good value for money. Places like Guadalajara, Mérida, Querétaro, Oaxaca City, Lake Chapala area, certain parts of Puerto Vallarta away from the beach. These are real cities with good infrastructure, decent expat communities if you want that, access to healthcare, things to do, but they're not as inflated as the top-tier expat destinations.

In these places, the budgets I outlined above apply pretty accurately. You can live comfortably on $2,500 to $3,500 a month. You can live well on $4,000 to $6,000 a month.

The Inexpensive Areas

Then you have smaller towns and cities that are beautiful, safe, have everything you need, but just aren't on the expat radar. Places in Guanajuato, Michoacán, Jalisco, Puebla, there are dozens of lovely mid-sized towns where your money goes incredibly far.

In these places, $2,000 a month can give you the lifestyle that would cost $4,000 in San Miguel. You can rent a nice house for $400 or $500. You can eat out at nice local restaurants for $8 a meal. Your monthly budget for everything might be half of what it would be in more popular areas.

The trade-off? Smaller expat community, so you better be comfortable with Spanish and Mexican culture. Possibly less sophisticated healthcare locally, though you can always travel to a bigger city for specialists. Fewer English-language services and amenities. Less international food selection. Quieter lifestyle.

For some people, this is perfect. For others, it's too isolated. You have to know yourself.

Healthcare Costs: The Real Numbers

Let's talk about healthcare because this is where a lot of confusion happens. People hear "healthcare is so cheap in Mexico!" and they picture paying $20 for a doctor's visit and thinking they're set. That's partially true, but it's not the whole picture.

A basic doctor's visit at a clinic might indeed cost $20 to $40. Prescription medications are generally much cheaper than in the US, especially if you buy generic. These are real benefits. If you're generally healthy and only need occasional care, you can absolutely pay out of pocket for most things and spend less than you would on insurance premiums in the States.

But what happens when something major happens? What if you need surgery? What if you have a serious accident? What if you develop a chronic condition? This is where you need to think carefully about insurance.

IMSS (Mexican Social Security)

If you're a temporary or permanent resident, you can enroll in IMSS, the Mexican social security system. This gives you access to public healthcare. The cost depends on your age but generally ranges from about $40 a month for someone in their 50s up to around $100+ per month for someone in their 70s or older.

The benefits? It's comprehensive coverage. Hospitalization, surgery, medications, everything is included. You're in the system. The downsides? You have to use IMSS facilities, which can be crowded. You might wait for non-emergency procedures. The quality varies by location. Some IMSS facilities are excellent, others less so. And you need to get your care within the IMSS network, which means you're not choosing your doctors freely.

Some expats love IMSS. Others find it frustrating. It works well for people who are patient, who speak at least some Spanish, and who are willing to work within the system. It's legitimate healthcare, not charity, and millions of Mexicans rely on it. But it's different from what you're used to in the US or Canada.

Private Mexican Health Insurance

You can buy private health insurance from Mexican companies. This costs more than IMSS, typically $150 to $400 per month depending on your age, coverage level, and pre-existing conditions. The older you are, the more expensive it gets. If you have significant pre-existing conditions, you might not qualify or you'll pay much more.

The benefits? You can go to private hospitals and clinics. You choose your doctors. Wait times are shorter. Facilities are often nicer, more like what you're used to. English-speaking staff are more common in private facilities.

This is probably the sweet spot for most expats who can afford it. You're getting good quality care at a fraction of US costs, with decent coverage for major expenses.

Keeping US or Canadian Insurance

Some people keep their insurance from back home, especially Medicare if you have it, and supplement with travel insurance or local coverage for routine care. This can work, but understand that most US insurance doesn't cover care in Mexico except for emergencies. You might need to go back to the US for major procedures if you want your insurance to cover it.

Medicare doesn't cover you in Mexico except in rare emergency circumstances near the border. So if you're relying on Medicare, you'll need to either return to the US for care regularly, pay out of pocket in Mexico, or get additional coverage.

The Out-of-Pocket Approach

Some people, especially younger retirees or those with good health, choose to just pay out of pocket for everything. In Mexico, this is more feasible than in the US because costs are lower. A broken arm might cost $800 to set and cast instead of $8,000. A routine surgery might be $3,000 instead of $30,000.

But here's the risk. If something catastrophic happens, if you need extended hospitalization or major surgery or ongoing treatment for a serious condition, the costs can still add up quickly. You might not go bankrupt like you could in the US, but you could blow through your savings.

My advice? Have insurance of some kind. Whether it's IMSS, private Mexican insurance, or a combination approach, have something. The peace of mind alone is worth it.

The Hidden Costs Nobody Tells You About

Alright, here's where we get into the stuff that those rosy budget articles don't mention. The expenses that sneak up on you. The things that break or go wrong or just turn out to cost more than you expected.

Travel Back Home

If you have family in the US or Canada, you're probably going to want to visit them, and they'll want to visit you. Flights from Mexico aren't cheap, especially during holidays. Budget at least $400 to $800 per person round trip, depending on where you're going from and to. If you're going back twice a year, that's a significant expense that many budgets don't account for.

Car Import and Maintenance

If you bring your US or Canadian car to Mexico, you'll deal with temporary import permits if you're on a temporary visa, or you'll need to nationalize it if you become a permanent resident, which involves fees and taxes. Then there's Mexican car insurance, which is mandatory and not that cheap, probably $500 to $1,000 a year minimum for basic coverage.

If you buy a car in Mexico, cars here are generally more expensive than in the US, and they hold their value better, which is good for resale but bad for initial purchase. And maintenance, while labor is cheap, parts can be expensive, especially for non-Mexican brands.

Replacement Costs

Things break. Your refrigerator dies. Your washing machine gives up. Your laptop needs replacing. Appliances in Mexico can be more expensive than in the US, especially for quality brands. And getting things repaired can be hit or miss. Sometimes it's cheap and quick. Sometimes the repair person never shows up.

Budget at least $50 to $100 a month for maintenance, repairs, and eventual replacement of things. Some months you won't spend it. Other months you'll spend triple that. But it averages out.

Visa and Legal Fees

Getting your temporary residency, then your permanent residency, costs money. Not a fortune, but several hundred dollars in fees plus whatever you pay a lawyer or facilitator to help you, which I recommend. Budget $1,000 to $2,000 for the visa process over your first few years.

Moving Costs

Actually moving your stuff to Mexico costs money. Whether you're shipping a container, driving a truck, or just paying baggage fees to bring extra suitcases, it adds up. Some people spend $3,000 to $5,000 or more moving. Others sell everything and start fresh, but then you're buying furniture and household items in Mexico, which has its own costs.

Pet Costs

If you have pets, there are import requirements, veterinary costs, potentially quarantine costs depending on where you're coming from and what kind of pet. And pet care in Mexico, while generally cheaper than in the US, is still an expense. Good quality pet food can actually be more expensive here for certain brands.

Learning Spanish

If you're serious about integrating, you'll want Spanish classes. Group classes might be $100 to $200 a month. Private tutoring might be $15 to $30 an hour. Over your first year or two, this adds up. It's money well spent, but it's still money.

Tourist Activities and Integration

You're going to want to explore Mexico. Take trips. See the ruins. Visit the beaches. Experience different regions. This is part of the joy of living here, but it costs money. Budget for travel and experiences.

The Financial Buffer You Actually Need

Here's my strong recommendation. Whatever monthly budget you think you need, have at least a year's worth saved as an emergency fund beyond your moving costs. Preferably two years worth.

Why? Because things will go wrong. You'll have unexpected medical expenses. Your car will die. You'll need dental work. Something in your rental will break and need fixing. You might need to fly home unexpectedly for a family emergency. You might decide Mexico isn't for you after six months and need money to move back.

I've seen people move to Mexico with barely enough to cover their first few months, and when something unexpected happens, they're stuck. They can't afford to fix their problem, and they can't afford to leave. That's a terrible position to be in.

If your monthly budget is $3,000, have at least $36,000 saved beyond your moving costs and initial setup expenses. Preferably $50,000 to $72,000. I know that sounds like a lot, but it's your safety net. It lets you sleep at night. It means that when something goes wrong, and something will, you can handle it without panic.

The Visa Financial Requirements

Here's something concrete you need to know. To qualify for temporary residency, Mexico requires that you show proof of income or savings. The requirements change periodically, but as of when I'm writing this, you need to show either monthly income of around $2,500 to $3,000 from pensions, Social Security, retirement accounts, or investments, or you need to show savings of around $50,000 or more.

For permanent residency after four years of temporary residency, or if you're applying directly for permanent residency because you're married to a Mexican or have Mexican children, the financial requirements are higher, about double the temporary residency requirements.

These requirements exist to ensure that you can actually support yourself in Mexico without becoming a burden. They're not impossible to meet if you're truly ready to retire, but they're not trivial either. You need to plan for this.

Can You Really Afford It?

So let's come back to the question that opened this chapter. Can you really afford to retire in Mexico?

The answer depends on three things. How much money you have, what lifestyle you want, and where in Mexico you choose to live.

If you're single with $1,500 a month in Social Security and no other income or savings, can you survive in Mexico? Probably, in a small, inexpensive town, living very modestly, if you're healthy and nothing goes wrong. Should you? That's much less clear. It's risky. You have no cushion.

If you're a couple with $3,500 a month combined income and $75,000 in savings, can you live comfortably in Mexico? Yes, absolutely, in most parts of Mexico. You'll need to budget reasonably and make smart choices about where to live, but you can have a good life.

If you have $5,000 or more per month in retirement income and significant savings, are you going to be comfortable in Mexico? Without question. You'll live very well, even in the more expensive areas.

But here's what I want you to take away from this chapter. Don't fool yourself with the fantasy budgets. Don't move to Mexico assuming everything will work out if you just have enough for rent and food. Plan for the real costs. Plan for the hidden costs. Have a cushion. Be conservative in your estimates.

Mexico can absolutely stretch your retirement dollars further than they'd go in the US or Canada. The question isn't whether it's cheaper, because it usually is. The question is whether you have enough for the lifestyle you want, with enough left over for emergencies and unexpected expenses.

Do the math honestly. Look at the budgets in this chapter and figure out where you fit. Research the costs in the specific areas of Mexico you're considering. Add 20% to whatever you think you'll need, because something always costs more than expected.

If the numbers work, fantastic. If they're close but not quite there, maybe you need to wait a year or two and save more. If they don't work at all, maybe Mexico isn't the right choice, or maybe you need to consider a different, less expensive area, or a more modest lifestyle.

There's no shame in any of these answers. The only shame would be in lying to yourself about the numbers and ending up in Mexico without enough money to sustain the life you want or to leave if you need to.

Be honest. Be conservative. Be prepared. The money has to work, or nothing else will matter.

In the next chapter, we're going to talk about what daily life in Mexico actually looks like, beyond the money, beyond the logistics. We're going to talk about the cultural realities, the things that make Mexico beautiful and the things that might drive you crazy. Because you can afford Mexico all day long, but if you can't adapt to the culture, you're still going to be miserable.

But we needed to talk about money first. Because money is the foundation. Everything else builds on whether you can actually afford to be here.

Now you know the real numbers. Now you can make an informed decision.









