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      The Baby Boomers, those of us born between 1946 and 1960, began reaching retirement age in 2011 and many took a look at life without work or raising children and started thinking about what would be next. Those in the following group, known as Gen X, may not be at retirement age yet, but they too are starting to look, and plan, for the next phase of their lives.

      Changes in finances, health, weather, support systems, and possibilities for the coming years are all considerations. When you’re thinking about going someplace you’ve never been before, you’d typically use a map in some form. You know where you are in life, and possibly have an idea of what you envision as your future. You may have thoughts about what you don’t want your retirement to look like, but perhaps have more trouble getting clear about what you do want. As Natasha Bedingfield says in Unwritten: “I am unwritten, can't read my mind, I'm undefined. I'm just beginning, the pen's in my hand, ending unplanned.”

      It took me awhile to turn a vague desire into a plan of action. I fell in love with Mexico when I visited Zihuatanejo back when I was about 40. Puerto Vallarta was next. I experienced a peacefulness in the countryside that felt like something I’d longed for. Then I had the opportunity to visit the Manzanillo area. I found the ocean and the acres upon acres of coconut palms irresistible. My plan was to find a way to move there within three years – I even talked one of my sisters into going in on a condo with me. But I had no way to finance the move to Mexico and support myself.

      At last everything came together. I was in a stable long-term relationship and I was close to being able to receive full retirement benefits. Some rerouting of airline flights, and a friend buying a house outside of Guadalajara in Ajijic provided an opportunity for us to visit an as yet unexplored area. Two days in a village on Lake Chapala and we knew we found home.
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      Moving from one country to another constitutes a rite of passage for many, perhaps even more so for older adults. Leaving home, friends, family, and all things familiar is a major transition. It all begins with the decision that a change is right, and it’s time to make that change. What follows that decision is a process that involves a number of stages.
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      French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep discussed cultural passages that included rites that signify the importance of life’s stages of separation, transition, and incorporation. Rites, or ceremonies, exist for many cultural passages such as births, initiations, marriages and/or funerals. Some of these rituals are religious – such as a Bar Mitzvah – and some secular – like graduation.

      Moving to another country is a territorial passage during which you must negotiate the phases of all three: separation, transition, and incorporation.

      Separation involves saying goodbye and leaving behind persons, places, or things that have meaning for you, much of which previously contributed to your identity. The transition is not just about traveling from one place to the next, but rather determining who you are based on who you have been and what you wish to change or expand upon. Incorporation includes identifying how the person you have been fits—or must be adapted to—your new life, and finding ways to not only be comfortable with any changes but to acknowledge the reality of your new status. For the personal journey, you can think of these steps as: who you are, who you want to be, and how to become that new person.

      In real time, this passage may take a week, a month, a year, or more. It will depend on the type of change, the effort you put into it, who you are as an individual, and what resources you have available for support.

      The steps we take in planning a life-changing move to another country mirror the five stages of creating a ritual. While the stages are predominantly sequential, they are interrelated. For example, you will likely evaluate as you prepare. You may acquire new information in the execution of your plan that provides more clarity about the intended outcome. The five stages of creating a ritual are1:

      
        	Clarifying your intention

        	Planning

        	Preparation

        	Execution

        	Evaluation

      

      I’ve met an extremely wide range of people since we moved from the United States to Mexico. It is true that there are many “gringos” in this area. (For clarity, in Spanish-speaking countries, a gringo is a person – especially an American – who is not Hispanic or Latino.) While many immigrated from various parts of the U.S. and Canada, others were born or lived in countries all over the world. There are single people, unmarried couples, and married couples. Although the immigrant population is predominantly heterosexual, there are many gay couples. And we represent a range of races and cultural backgrounds.

      I frequently find the stories of people here fascinating. So much so that I decided to write a book about it.

      I’ve interviewed a diverse group of people who have made the transition from there to here. Every story is unique, and many are exceptional.

      Each story addresses the basic stages of planning any transition or ritual:

      Clarifying the intention: What was your decision-making process? What was the catalyst to move you into making the decision to move abroad? What let you know that you were ready to make the change and determine the vision for your future?

      Planning: What were some of the challenges that you encountered in the process? Did you experience legal, political, economic, and/or physical dilemmas? Were there internal obstacles to overcome in your own thinking and emotions?

      Preparation: Can you describe your process for managing the logistics of the move? How did you determine:

      
        	what to sell, what to keep;

        	how to physically move yourself, your stuff, your pets;

        	where and when to obtain visas;

        	where to stay upon arrival, whether to rent or buy;

        	what to do about transportation—bring a car, buy a car, no car

        	what insurances you need (health, house, car) and how to obtain such

      

      Execution: Was your preparation successful in making the move? Did you feel you were adequately prepared? In terms of your intention, did things unfold as you’d envisioned? Once you arrived, were there additional tasks that required your attention to complete the move?

      Evaluation: You made it! In looking back at your process from then to now, what do you wish you’d kept/gotten rid of? What do you wish you knew ahead of time? Are there things you find difficult to adjust to or are simply surprised by? What worked well in your planning process? How do you feel now about your choice to move to another country?

      These five stages describe the general process for a “rite of passage.” Every individual will go through these in their own distinct way. The following stories illustrate the many ways people can experienced their own “rite of passage” of moving to, and living in, a new country.
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