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In 2009, the city of Cuenca, Ecuador was elected by the magazine International 

Living as the top retirement destination in the world. Since then, Cuenca has seen an 

influx of immigrants arrive and settle in the city, with a significant proportion being 

comprised of Americans. The goal of this study was to identify the reasons that motivate 

Americans to migrate from the United States to Cuenca and how these Americans are 

impacting or may impact the city in the future if this migration pattern were to continue. 

A specific emphasis was placed in researching the impact of American immigration on 

Cuenca in terms of real estate prices, macroeconomic variables, and investments.  The 

research was based on semi-structured interviews with Americans and Ecuadorians. 

The research results show that most American immigrants in Cuenca are retired 

seniors who were mostly motivated to migrate because of economic factors. An 

important percentage of recent American immigrants were negatively affected by 2007 

financial crisis and/or were motivated to migrate because of disenchantment with the 

US. The impact of American immigration on the city’s real estate prices, 

macroeconomic variables, and investments appears to be small.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 The study of international migration has mostly focused on the migration of 

citizens from the developing to the developed world. The United States and Europe 

have been the destination of most international migrants from developing countries. 

According to the United States Census Bureau, 53% of the immigrants currently 

residing in the United States (US) are from Latin America and the Caribbean (Grieco et 

al., 2012, p. 2).  

 Recently, a new wave of international migration has been on the rise. Migrants 

from the developed world have begun to migrate to developing countries. This type of 

migration is not completely new as for many decades citizens from developed centers 

have sought “paradise” for a bargain in developing countries, particularly for purposes of 

retirement. Various researchers have documented the experiences of US nationals in 

Mexico and of the British in Spain (Croucher, 2009; Morales & Castro, 2008; Warnes, 

King, Williams, & Peterson, 1999). However, in recent years this migration pattern may 

be becoming more intense as a result of an aging population in the developed world. 

Over the past decade, the economies of the developed countries have suffered from 

slow growth and high unemployment, while many developing countries continue to 

exhibit economic stability, moderate growth, and low unemployment. One of the 

contributions of this thesis is the discovery that a not inconsequential share of the recent 

American immigrants were negatively affected by 2007 financial crisis and/or were 

motivated to migrate because of disenchantment with the US. However, this study will 

also show that economic reasons are just one of the motives for citizens from advanced 

economies to migrate to developing countries as many other factors come into play 
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when a person decides to migrate, such as quality of health care, climate, media 

influence, and disenchantment with their home country. 

 For many reasons, Latin America has become a major destination for migrants 

from developed centers, particularly the US. Besides recent economic stability and 

growth in the region, other factors are also pushing citizens from developed countries to 

migrate to Latin America. Many people are migrating to enjoy their retirement years, but 

some are searching for employment and business opportunities as well. Mexico, 

Panama, and Costa Rica have experienced a significant inflow of American 

immigrants.1 All of these countries have specific visas for those who wish to retire or 

invest in their countries. Recently, Ecuador has become a major destination for 

immigrants from advanced economies and Americans are leading the pack. It should be 

noted though that “push” factors are not the only reason at play when a person decides 

to migrate to another country. In this thesis, I will explore some of the “pull” factors that 

attract Americans to migrate specifically to Cuenca, Ecuador.  

 This thesis is a result of the research I conducted among the American 

community in Cuenca during the summer of 2013. The objective of the research was to 

identify the reasons that motivate Americans to migrate from the United States to 

Cuenca and how these Americans are impacting or may impact the city in the future if 

this migration pattern were to continue. In terms of impact, a specific emphasis was 

placed in researching the type of investments, if any, that Americans are making in the 

city.  

                                            
1
 In this thesis, United States citizens will be referred as “Americans.” 
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One of the reasons motivating my choice of this research topic has been my own 

experience in Cuenca. Since 2005, I have visited this city almost yearly and have 

noticed how it has changed. Along with natural population growth and modernization, 

Cuenca has also become a major destination for migrants from developed centers, 

especially retirees or people close to retirement age. In my visits to Cuenca, I noticed 

these new residents and how their numbers seem to be increasing over time. As a 

result, I decided to conduct my thesis research on why Americans have chosen Cuenca 

as their new home. I focus specifically on American migrants because they seem to be 

the largest group of immigrants from developed countries.2 The number of American 

immigrants that permanently reside in Cuenca has been estimated to be in the range of 

2,500 to 3,000 (“En Cuenca,” 2013; “Jubilados de Estados Unidos,” 2012; Sorensen, 

2013).3 Also, it piqued my interest that American citizens would seek a better quality of 

life in Cuenca since the United States is accustomed to receiving immigrants from all 

over the world and a large share of these immigrants are searching for a better quality 

of life. In addition, Azuay province of which Cuenca is the capital has traditionally sent 

many migrants to live and work in the United States and Europe. In 2001 over 34,000 

natives of Azuay were living abroad (Ecuador, 2008, p. 25). 

 Although researchers are beginning to pay attention to the issue of international 

migration from developed to developing countries, there is still a need for more in-depth 

analysis on the topic. Only a few studies have interviewed these immigrants to 

                                            
2
 Precise data regarding the nationality of immigrants in Cuenca is not always accurate since the 

available data does not take into account those who had a residency card and decided to return to their 
native countries. 

3
 Currently about 9,000 foreigners reside in Cuenca and of these, around 2,800 are Americans (“En 

Cuenca,” 2013). 
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understand their motivations to migrate and their goals and expectations in their new 

country of residence. In addition, many of the cities receiving these immigrants may not 

be prepared to do so and the consequences can be positive or negative depending on 

how the two cultures intermix. Consequently, it is important for scholars to research 

what each group can gain and lose with the increase of American migration to Latin 

America. Since this phenomenon is fairly new, there is still plenty of time for cities such 

as Cuenca to take appropriate steps to take full advantage of the benefits that come 

with foreign immigration as well as to mitigate the potential negative impacts that can 

result. 

 My research was based on semi-structured interviews with Americans and 

Ecuadorians. The snowball sample for the semi-structured interviews was composed of 

30 US citizens plus six key informants that included both Americans and Ecuadorians.  

The Ecuadorians interviewed had more direct experience with the American community 

in Cuenca. 

 As noted earlier, my research has two components. The first was to use the 

semi-structured interviews with Americans to compile a list of factors that influence 

American migration to Cuenca. The second was to analyze the impact of America 

immigration on the city drawing primarily by the information provided by my key 

informants.  

My research showed that the majority of Americans residing in Cuenca are 

retired or near retirement age with little Spanish fluency, if any. They are usually 

Caucasians with at least a high school degree. The majority of respondents had been 

residing in Cuenca for three years or less and did not own the homes they lived in. 
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Economic factors, such as the cost of living, are the main motivation behind their 

migration. Disenchantment with the US, for both economic and political reasons, 

pushed many Americans to emigrate. A minority of respondents migrated to Cuenca 

mainly to open their own business or decided to do so once they arrived there.  

The impact of American immigration on real estate prices and macroeconomic 

variables appears to be small. The majority of respondents did not purchase the homes 

they live in and decided to rent instead. It appears that a combination of factors, such as 

returning migrant Ecuadorians and remittances, is responsible for the increase in real 

estate prices and the rising cost of living. American investments in Cuenca tend to be 

limited to the purchase of homes and the opening of savings or certificate of deposit 

(CD) accounts. Thus, the impact of American immigration on investments is likely small 

as well. 

The cases of “ugly Americans” are a clear negative impact of American 

immigration on Cuenca and are causing some discomfort among Ecuadorians. The 

engagement of some Americans in volunteer and cultural activities is the most clear 

positive impact of their immigration to the city. 

In Chapter 2, I will analyze the phenomenon of international retirement migration 

drawing upon the existing literature. My research did not focus solely on retirees as I 

interviewed Americans of various age groups. Nonetheless, the results showed that the 

majority of Americans residing in Cuenca are retired or near retirement age. Therefore, I 

will summarize the principle factors that have been found to explain this migration 

pattern: economic factors, health care costs and the quality of treatment, the pursuit of a 
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better quality of life (non-economic factors), the role of telecommunications, media 

influence, and the existence of an already vibrant expat community. 

In Chapter 3, I explore the reasons that have turned Cuenca into a destination of 

international migration. I focus on the city’s history and geographic location, its 

economy, and how the media helped disseminate Cuenca’s desirable features to the 

world. 

 The results of my research are presented in Chapter 4. Drawing on the in-depth 

interviews, I identify the main demographic characteristics of the American community 

in Cuenca and discuss the range of factors that motivated US citizens to move to the 

city.  

 The impact of American immigration is discussed in Chapter 5. Drawing on the 

semi-structured interviews and information provided by key informants, I analyze how 

American immigration has impacted Cuenca, especially in the realm of real estate 

prices and new investments. I also draw upon local media’s reports and triangulate all 

these sources of information to analyze the positive and negative effects of American 

immigration on the city. 

 Chapter 6 summarizes the main results of my research. 
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CHAPTER 2 
INTERNATIONAL RETIREMENT MIGRATION 

The migration of retirees to other parts of the world where the weather is more 

welcoming and where their pension can be stretched further is nothing new. Europeans, 

especially from more developed countries such as England, are known to retire in 

places such as Spain, France, and Portugal (Creffield, 2010; Warnes et al., 1999). 

According to an article published by the Institute for Public Policy Research, as many as 

one in five British pensioners will live abroad by 2050 (Sriskandarajah, 2007). In the 

case of Americans, the Association of Americans Resident Overseas (AARO) estimates 

that around 6.3 million of them, excluding military personnel, live overseas, but does not 

specify how many are retirees (“About AARO,” 2013).  

Mexico has always been a favorite spot for those who wanted to live their 

retirement years comfortably for a fraction of the cost in the United States. Towns in 

Mexico such as Mazatlán, Ajijic, San Miguel Allende, and others are well known for their 

large populations of American retirees (Croucher, 2009; Morales & Castro, 2008). The 

proximity of Mexico and the political and economic ties to the United States further 

motivates Americans to retire south of the border. This migration pattern seems to be on 

the rise in Mexico as American migration to the country increased 84.3% from 1990 to 

2000, with popular retiree destinations such as Los Cabos and Ajijic experiencing an 

increment of American migration in the range of 308% and 581% respectively (Morales 

& Castro 2008, p. 60).  However, Mexico has not been the only destination in Latin 

America where Americans have moved to in their retirement years. According to a 

report published by the Migration Policy Institute, the number of US born seniors 
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residing in Panama increased by 136 percent between 1990 and 2000 (Dixon, Murray, 

& Gellatt, 2006, p. 39).  

International retirement migration seems to challenge the typical explanations of 

conventional migration theories which seek to explain the movement of peoples from 

one country to another. International migration usually involves migrants who wish to 

reunite with family members, who are looking for professional opportunities, and/or are 

escaping political or religious persecution (Trends in International, 2001). However, 

international retirement migration does not fit the above description. Retired migrants 

want to improve their quality of life, but are influenced by different factors. Thus, 

international retirement migration seems to be a subset of migration theory and must be 

looked through a different lens.  

The aim of this chapter is to give a general overview of the phenomenon of 

international retirement migration, analyzing principal factors motivating this migration 

pattern. The main components driving this type of migration are economic factors, 

healthcare costs and the quality of treatment, the pursuit of a better quality of life (non-

economic factors), the role of telecommunications, media influence, and the existence 

of a vibrant expat community. Since the great majority of Americans currently residing in 

Cuenca are retirees, it is crucial to explore the issues surrounding international 

retirement migration in order to fully comprehend the recent migration pattern to the city. 

Economic Factors 

Scholars have documented the experience of American retirees in Mexico, Costa 

Rica, and Panama and explored why they were motivated to move abroad at such a 

late stage of their lives. There are many motivations for international retirement 
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migration, but the number one reason seems to be economic. Focus groups conducted 

in Panama and Mexico by Dixon et al. (2006) showed that three-fifths of participants in 

Panama and one-third of those in Mexico considered economic factors as the number 

one reason to migrate. The possibility of moving to another country to improve their 

quality of life is enticing to many American retirees. In his study of Boquete, Panamá, 

Mason McWatters (2009) describes the main motivation of American retirement 

migration to the town as, “For the chance to live like royalty in paradise, these 

individuals voluntarily surrender their rooted identities and their physical ties to a stable 

home and community in exchange for a new beginning in a truly foreign and faraway 

place” (p. 1).  

 The cost of real estate is one of the main components of the economic motivation 

for retirees to move from their home country. Many retirees are attracted to certain cities 

in developing countries due to the lower cost of purchasing or renting a home than in 

their country of origin, allowing them to stretch their retirement income. The cities that 

usually receive a significant amount of retired immigrants are small or mid-sized towns 

where the cost of housing or land is relatively low for the typical retiree from the 

developed world. As a result, many towns in Latin America have been significantly 

impacted by the influx of retired immigrants from abroad.  

One of the paradoxes of this type of immigration is that when the number of 

retired immigrants reaches a certain critical proportion of the overall local population, 

property values could potentially increase as a result of their demand and ability to pay 

higher prices. In her description of San Miguel Allende, Sheila Croucher (2009) states, 

“RE/MAX Real Estate occupies one prominent corner of the town's central colonial 
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square, also announcing in English an array of featured properties with prices in U.S. 

dollars far beyond the average Mexican's budget, and, in recent years, exceeding the 

budgets of many Americans as well” (p. 28). Thus, to measure the impact that 

international retirees can have on these locations, it is important to consider the size of 

the city and local purchasing power. Nevertheless, the relative cost of real estate in the 

country of origin and destination is a major economic motivation for American retirees to 

retire abroad and it must be kept in mind that the result of such immigration can be 

detrimental to the local population. 

 The cost of living is another component of the economic motivation to retire 

abroad. One of the ideas behind international retirement migration is to live well with a 

limited amount of income. Retirees generally rely heavily on retirement pensions to 

survive in their senior years. It is normal for seniors to spend more on health care due to 

health complications that come with aging. Hence their expenses can potentially 

increase instead of decreasing in their senior years. Thus, the idea of retirement in a 

country where the cost of living is a fraction of what it is in their country of origin is 

definitely an incentive. For instance, in a survey conducted among retired American 

immigrants in Lake Chapala, Mexico, 88% of the respondents cited the low cost of living 

as the primary factor for their decision to migrate from the United States to Lake 

Chapala (Sunil, Rojas, & Bradley, 2007, p. 497). The lower cost of living increases the 

disposable income available to these retirees allowing them to enjoy the latter part of 

their lives with more intensity then they could have in their home countries. More 

disposable income translates into more dining out, travel, cultural activities, and 

purchasing power to buy whatever they want. Therefore, a lower cost of living abroad 
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not only brings more financial security to retirees, but it also greatly improves their 

quality of life as a result of their higher disposable income. 

Health Care Costs and Quality of Treatment 

In addition to the significant increase in the quality of life that a retired immigrant 

might experience abroad, the issue of health care affordability has become a major 

economic issue pushing senior citizens to migrate to other nations (Croucher, 2009; 

Croucher, 2012). Although the United States has a universal health care program 

focused on senior citizens (Medicare), the out of pocket costs of medicine and other 

treatments can be extremely high and unaffordable to those who live on a retirement 

pension (Graham, 2012). Seniors in the United States who are retired and contributed 

to social security have access to Medicare which supposedly covers a good share of 

the costs of medical treatment and the purchase of medicine. However, the increasing 

costs of medical treatment and medicine results in seniors having to use more of their 

retirement income to pay for costs related to healthcare. The issue of Medicare in the 

United States is a controversial one which generates intense debate. The growing 

number of baby boomers who have retired or will soon do so further exacerbates the 

discussion surrounding Medicare coverage for seniors and increases their anxiety. 

Many politicians deem the restructuring of Medicare as necessary in order to “protect” 

the program from bankruptcy. Any future changes to these programs which result in a 

loss of benefits might ultimately push more Americans to consider retirement outside of 

the United States. 

 The cost is not the only issue that concerns senior citizens about healthcare. The 

quality of treatment is also a concern that many seniors consider when they decide to 
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move outside of their own country. The quality of healthcare in developed countries is 

usually considered to be much better than in developing countries and medical 

technology is consistently improving to make treatments more secure and reliable. 

However, medical technology only goes so far. The doctor-patient relationship is also an 

important part of the medical treatment. Many patients in the United States claim that 

the doctor-patient relationship is less than ideal (Dudgale, Epstein, & Pantilat, 1999). 

More and more patients are obligated to fill out a number of bureaucratic 

questionnaires, consult with nurses first, and then later speak with a doctor for a few 

minutes. The lack of a “personal” relationship with their doctors can create a lack of trust 

among patients. Since senior citizens are naturally more prone to health issues, they 

are the ones most exposed to these frustrations.  

Medical treatment in many parts of Latin America is still based on a close 

relationship between doctor and patient and it is not uncommon for doctors to visit 

patients at home. Many American retirees long for the days when the doctor was a 

family friend or at least an acquaintance who visited the ill patient at home. Thus, many 

retirees travel outside of the United States to seek more personalized medical treatment 

or decide to move abroad as a result of healthcare costs and treatment.  

Better Quality of Life: Non-economic factors 

 The ability to have a better quality of life due to the increase in economic 

purchasing power is a strong motivating factor for international retirement migration. 

However, there are other components to a better quality of life. The possibility of 

enjoying a more tranquil and peaceful life is definitely an attraction to international 

retirement migration. As Sheila Croucher (2009) indicates in her book The Other Side of 
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the Fence, “American immigrants repeatedly describe their lives south of the border as 

more tranquil than they were in the United States. Many explain their decision to 

migrate in terms of wanting to escape the ‘rat race’ ” (p. 58). For this reason, cities and 

towns where the pace of life tends to be slower are popular destinations for international 

retirement migration.  

 Another non-economic motivation for migration overseas is the pursuit of a more 

agreeable climate. The importance of this factor for retirees is clearly seen just in the 

case of the US which has experienced significant internal migration on the part of 

retirees who wish to live in more hospitable climates without the extreme winter season 

prevalent in the Northern states of the country. The 1990 and 2000 Censuses showed 

that one out of ten retirees moved across county or state borders (Retirement Migration, 

2005, p. 4). According to the report Retirement Migration in the 2000 Census published 

by the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), the counties that attracted the 

most number of in-migrants over the age of 60 tended to be in warmer areas of the 

South and West (Retirement Migration, 2005, p. 31). Due to its warm climate, states 

such as Nevada and Arizona have been on the receiving end of retirees’ internal 

migration and had the fastest growing senior populations among all states of the Union 

(Retirement Migration, 2005, p. 5). Furthermore, from 2000-2010 about 31 metro areas 

in the US, primarily in the South and West, experienced a more than 25% increase in 

their senior citizen population (Brandon, 2011). 

The issue of climate helps to explain why, among other things, retirees choose 

specific international locations to move to and not others. Retirees usually are attracted 

to places with mild climates where temperatures are not too hot nor too cold in the 
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summer and winter seasons. Additionally, towns with extremely long rainy seasons are 

not usually attractive to retirees. Seniors are more susceptible to sudden changes in 

weather and can suffer severe health complications as a consequence.  Thus, climate 

can exert a significant influence on a migrant’s choice of where to migrate. 

The Role of Telecommunications 

Although the economic situation of most Americans who migrate abroad is in 

most cases much better than of those who migrate to the United States, the decision to 

retire abroad is still a difficult one since a person must leave behind family and friends 

and a way of life to which he or she is accustomed. Lately, however, the distance 

between family and friends has decreased significantly with the improvement of 

telecommunications. Scholars of international migration and transnationalism agree 

about the importance and effect of technological advancement on the strengthening of 

immigrants’ transnational ties (Croucher, 2009; Orozco, 2005).  

In the case of international retirement migration, technology plays a crucial role 

as it facilitates the transition from one country to another. It also allows retirees to 

maintain their family ties intact by keeping in touch with their children and grandchildren. 

Services such as Skype and Magic Jack have become extremely popular among 

immigrant retirees in Latin America as it has significantly decreased the cost to call the 

United States. Moreover, those who wish to continue their professional activities can do 

so remotely and immigrant retirees may be able to supplement their incomes this way. 

Other services such as satellite television with American channels are also important to 

these immigrants as they are able to enjoy their favorite programs as if they still lived in 
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the United States. Ultimately, the improvement in telecommunications technology has 

been another factor facilitating international retirement migration. 

Media Influence 

Also important to the issue of international retirement migration is to consider 

how seniors are able to gather information about possible retirement destinations. In the 

last few decades, many publications have focused on international retirement migration 

and been marketed towards those seniors who are interested in retiring outside of their 

home country. Among these are International Living and Live and Invest Overseas. 

International Living is arguably the most well-known publication that focuses on 

international retirement migration because of its yearly rankings such as the “global 

retirement index.” To develop its retirement rankings, International Living considers 

many things such as the cost of living, the cost and quality of healthcare, climate, and 

the quality of infrastructure. Coincidentally or not, the countries that are popular among 

retirees have usually ranked high in International Living’s global retirement index. A 

good example is Ecuador which has been ranked by International Living as the number 

one retirement destination in the world for the last five years (“Retire in Ecuador,” 2013). 

In addition, International Living and Live and Invest Overseas frequently organize 

conferences to promote the places they suggest as a possible retirement destination. 

The conferences usually cover many of the same topics as the magazines, but provide 

analyses and one-to-one contact and advice by the magazine’s representatives. The 

cost to attend a conference is not cheap; the interested person can expect to pay 

hundreds of dollars, not including hotel accommodations, transportation, and food 

(“Panama is the world’s,” 2013; “Price and what’s,” 2012).    
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The influence of media is not limited to print and/or online magazines. Television 

networks have also contributed to the topic of international retirement migration with 

their coverage of retirement destinations around the world. For example, Cuenca has 

recently received television coverage from BBC, ABC News, and HGTV because of the 

significant number of American retirees who have settled in the city. Social media such 

as Facebook and blog posts are also crucial for disseminating information about 

retirement destinations around the world. In fact, many people consider the opinions of 

retirees who actually reside in the popular retirement destinations as more important 

than that of the so called “experts” who work for publications and have an interest in 

selling their products and services.  

Although we can find media influence in traditional migration patterns, it seems 

that the media has assumed a new role in the case of international retirement migration. 

Immigrant retirees do not appear to rely on the typical migration networks of friends and 

family to decide where to migrate. The migration networks theory is widely used to 

explain migration motivated by economic, political, and social factors. It can be defined 

as “sets of interpersonal relations that link migrants or returned migrants with relatives, 

friends or fellow countrymen at home” (Arango, 2002, p. 291). The migration networks 

function to provide support for the newly arrived immigrant and decreases the 

uncertainty of relocation to a foreign country with a different culture, laws, and language.  

Social media may be substituting the traditional role of migration networks as 

retirees make “friends” through blogs and Facebook pages. These new “friends” many 

times act as a support network for retirees once they arrive in their new destinations. 

Social media provides retirees with an important social capital that eases their transition 
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into their adopted community. Thus, in the case of international retirement migration 

social media not only acts as a source of information, but as a substitute for the 

traditional role of migration networks. 

Vibrant Expat Community 

Not only is the opinion of retirees that reside in a particular location important, in 

many cases it is a crucial element in a retiree’s decision to move. Although one of the 

benefits of international retirement migration is to experience other cultures, many 

seniors prefer to relocate to a location where they can rely on people of their same 

nationality and language. Because many of the recent retirees who are moving to 

different countries do not speak the local language or have thorough knowledge of the 

local culture, it is crucial that they have a support network that they can lean on for 

everyday matters or in case of an emergency.  

However, it has also been noted that in some cases a large, active and engaged 

expat community can deter other retirees from moving to a specific city. The reason is 

that a cultural “enclave” can develop and influence the local culture to such an extent 

that it changes it.  Part of the allure of moving abroad is to experience other cultures as 

they are. If the local culture changes due to international retirement migration, some 

retirees may prefer not to live in such an environment and search for other places where 

the expat presence is notable, but not overwhelming. Moreover, some retirees who 

already live in places that have been overwhelmed by international retirement migration 

consider leaving as a result of the changes that have occurred. Popular retirement 

locations in Latin America, such as Boquete, Panama, seem to be experiencing such a 

phenomenon where many Americans resent the recent arrivals and consider them as 
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spoilers of a pristine paradise. In his work on residential tourism in Boquete, Mason 

McWatters (2009) explains this concept: “Oddly enough, though, despite informants’ 

complicit role in creating these perceived negative impacts, informants always blamed 

other residential tourists- the newcomers- for tipping the scale of balance to engender 

these problems” (p. 106). There seems to be a point of saturation where even the 

immigrant retirees themselves cannot accept more arrival of fellow compatriots as it can 

potentially overwhelm and “corrupt” the local culture. 

Concluding Thoughts on International Retirement Migration 

 In this chapter, I focused on international retirement migration. While my thesis 

does not center solely on American retirees living in Cuenca, most of the American 

community is composed of retirees, so it is essential to analyze the phenomenon of 

international retirement migration.  

 Among the most relevant reasons behind international retirement migration are 

economic factors, which tend to strongly influence on a person’s decision of whether 

and where to migrate. The relative cost of real estate and cost of living in the countries 

of origin and destination are the two principal economic factors. Chapter 4, which 

presents the results of my research, explores new elements of economic factors by 

introducing the phenomenon of “economic refugees”: individuals who were negatively 

impacted by 2007 financial crisis and pushed to migrate from the US as a result of rising 

unemployment and early retirement. 

 Relative health care costs and the quality of treatment also influence retirees’ 

decision of whether and where to emigrate.  
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 People usually migrate with the intention of improving their quality of life, or at 

least to ameliorate their current situation. Among the non-economic factors influencing 

the quality of life is climate. Many people wish to reside where they can enjoy 

themselves without worrying about extreme temperatures or severe weather. 

 The improvement in telecommunications has also influenced international 

retirement migration.  Internet availability and phone services such as Skype and Magic 

Jack provide a way for families to maintain contact even while living in different 

countries. Retirees take advantage of these services to ease their transition in a new 

country. 

 Potential migrants use the media, online blogs, and Facebook pages to gain 

information about the international locations they might retire. The media has exerted 

influence by disseminating the desirability of many retirement locations. International 

Living and its election of the “best retirement destination in the world” has undoubtedly 

played an influential role in the rising popularity of certain new locales, such as Ecuador. 

Moreover, media outlets, such as webpages and blogs, play an important role in 

retirees’ decision of where to migrate. It appears that such media outlets provides 

retirees with an important social capital and substitute the traditional role of migration 

networks.  

 Lastly, a vibrant expat community is also important in retirees’ decision of where 

to migrate. Many Americans will look to other compatriots for assistance in solving 

problems in their adopted city. Nonetheless, Americans fear that a cultural “enclave” will 

overwhelm the local culture and destroy part of the allure of moving abroad. Thus, many 

retirees do not wish to live in a place where the American presence is so strong as to 
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undermine local traditions and customs. This is part of the reason that publications such 

as International Living are always seeking out new locations, and why Ecuador and 

Cuenca in particular, are garnering attention as a new retirement destination for 

Americans
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CHAPTER 3 
CUENCA AS A DESTINATION OF INTERNATION MIGRATION 

 In order to comprehend why Cuenca has become a popular destination for 

international migrants from the developed world, especially from the United States, it is 

important to explore the city’s history and where it stands in terms of living standards 

and culturally in comparison to the rest of Ecuador. In this chapter, I provide a general 

description of the city and its attractions to elucidate why American immigrants are 

choosing Cuenca to retire or start a new life.  

History and Geographic Location 

The city of Cuenca was founded by the Spaniard Don Gíl Ramírez Dávalos on 

April 12, 1557 by the order of the Viceroy of Lima Don Andrés Hurtado de Mendoza. 

Before the Spaniards settled the territory where Cuenca is currently located, the Incas 

inhabited the area for about 80 years after conquering the Cañari people in 1470. The 

Spaniards took advantage of the internal conflict between the Inca emperors Atahualpa 

and Huascar to conquer the former Inca city called “Tomebamba.” The city of Cuenca 

was built on top of Tomebamba’s ruins. Cuenca achieved its independence from Spain 

on November 3, 1820, and the Republic of Cuenca was born. Later, the city became 

part of Gran Colombia and joined the Republic of Quito, which afterwards would 

become known as the Republic of Ecuador, when the latter separated from the former.  

The full name of the city, “Saint Ana of the Four Rivers of Cuenca” describes a 

fundamental characteristic of the city, the four rivers (Tomebamba, Tarqui, Yanuncay, 

and Machángara) that cross it. The four rivers provide an abundant source of water for 

consumption and irrigation. Cuenca is located in a valley with an altitude of roughly 

2,550 meters (8366 feet) in the southern region of Ecuador and is the capital of the 
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province of Azuay. The valley where the city is located is surrounded by the Andean 

mountain range further enhancing the beauty of Cuenca. Impressed by the beauty of its 

location, the famed Prussian geographer Alexander von Humboldt referred to the 

Cuenca valley as “the most beautiful valley of all America” (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 1999, p. 9). 

The climate of Cuenca is often described as cool and mild. Temperatures never 

rise sufficiently to a point where an air conditioner is needed. In fact, air conditioners in 

houses and commercial establishments are rare. Even though it gets cold in Cuenca, it 

never reaches a point where snow falls, except in the Cajas National Park which is 

located at a higher elevation. Hence, many people consider Cuenca’s climate as ideal, 

a combination of “not too hot and not too cold.” Consequently, many American 

immigrants enjoy the fact that they do not have to experience extreme weather patterns 

such as hurricanes or snowstorms and more often than not, Cuenca’s climate is cited as 

a positive characteristic of the city. 

The Economy of Cuenca 

Throughout most of the colonial period, Cuenca’s economy was mainly focused 

on gold mining and farming, with some periods of boom in the export of cinchona bark. 

In the late 19th century, Cuenca became a major producer of “Panama” hats. The hats 

carry this name because of their popular usage during the construction of the Panama 

Canal. During the 20th century, other economic activities such as the production and 

trade of jewelry, furniture, and ceramic became prominent in Cuenca.  

Most of Cuenca’s current commerce is comprised of medium or small family 

owned businesses. The city’s industrial park is also an important source of economic 
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activity as it is home to around 130 companies with production geared towards local, 

national, and international consumption (“Parque Industrial,” 2012). The production of 

furniture, ceramic, and alcoholic beverages are the main drivers of the manufacturing 

sector. Cuenca and the surrounding areas are also known for the production of roses 

for international export and the municipality produces 18% of all roses produced in 

Ecuador (“Cuenca Tiene,” 2012). Finally, tourism is a major component of Cuenca’s 

economy and it provides a significant source of income to local artisans and 

entrepreneurs. 

The 1999 Banking Crisis caused tremendous havoc in Ecuador’s economy. 

Many banks and businesses went bankrupt which led to an increase in unemployment 

in the country. As the financial system collapsed, the government decided to adopt the 

US dollar as the official currency of Ecuador in an attempt to stabilize the economy. 

Unfortunately, many Ecuadorian citizens saw their savings disappear and employment 

opportunities vanish. To many, the only solution was to migrate, giving impetus to an 

even larger and more diverse stream of international migrants than in previous decades.  

In the 1970s and 80s, migration from the province of Azuay to the United States 

was predominantly composed of young, male agricultural workers (Jokisch, 2007; 

Jokisch & Pribilsky, 2002). The 1999 Banking crisis had a severe impact on the 

country’s economy, thus pushing people from all classes to migrate to the United States 

and Spain. The province of Azuay, where Cuenca is located, is one of the regions in the 

country with the largest percentage of Ecuadorians who have migrated to developed 

countries such as the United States and Spain. As of 2001, 5.7% (34,053) of the 

citizens of the province of Azuay were living abroad (Ecuador, 2008, p. 25).  
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It is ironic that the Province of Azuay has a significant percentage of its native 

population living abroad, while Cuenca has become a hotspot for migration from 

developed countries, especially the United States. However, it is precisely this 

international migration by Cuencanos that spurred the economy recovery of Cuenca in 

the aftermath of the banking crisis of 1999.1 Through their remittances, Cuencanos 

living abroad provided a much needed cash infusion into the local economy. According 

to the Ecuadorian Central Bank, in 2012 Cuenca received $418 million in international 

remittances (Evolución de las Remesas, 2012). The figure is astounding if one 

considers that Cuenca has a population of approximately 500,000 people and 

remittances in that year would equal roughly $816 per citizen.  

The significant influx of remittances in Cuenca’s economy is a factor that 

produces unwelcome inflationary pressures as prices rise as a result of greater 

disposable income. Among the lower classes, greater disposable income usually means 

greater consumption of basic necessities such as food. Research conducted in May of 

2013 by the Ecuadorian National Institute of Census and Statistics (INEC) concluded 

that the cost of a basic food basket in Cuenca was $626 which ranked the city as the 

most expensive of all the major cities in Ecuador (“Cuenca & ciudades,” 2013).   

Although remittance recipients mostly spend money on basic necessities such as 

food and on other living expenses, some of the money is also spent on consumer 

durables, “luxury” goods such as cars, and real estate. Thus, an increase in 

consumption can lead to higher prices and an increased cost of living. 

                                            
1
 From now on, native residents of Cuenca will be referred as “Cuencanos.” 
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Cuenca is thus not the cheapest city in which to live in Ecuador and the cost of 

living is an important determinant in Americans’ decision on where to migrate. However, 

the cost of living is only one factor among many others that influence a person’s choice 

of where to migrate. Cuenca’s economic development in recent years and the absence 

of visible extreme poverty can be an attraction to immigrants from the United States. 

According to INEC, in September, 2013 Cuenca had the lowest poverty rate (4.2%) and 

extreme poverty rate (0.46%) among the five largest cities of Ecuador (Reporte 

Pobreza, 2013, p. 6). For comparison purposes, Quito and Guayaquil have poverty 

rates of 9.8% and 13.2% respectively.  

The Cultural Importance of Cuenca 

 Cuenca is one of the most culturally important cities of Latin America due to its 

indigenous heritage and because of its beautifully preserved colonial center. The city 

has received numerous international recognitions as a result of its dedication to the 

preservation of its colonial architecture (“Cuenca Recibe,” 2013; “Historic Centre,” 

2013). Cuencanos are very proud of the city’s recognition as a major cultural center and 

proudly boast about its national nickname as the “Athens of Ecuador.”  The nickname is 

well-deserved since Cuenca hosts a variety of cultural activities throughout the year and 

is home to numerous universities. 

 Undoubtedly, the premier features of Cuenca’s well preserved colonial 

architecture are its numerous churches and museums. As many other old colonial 

towns in Latin America, Cuenca is home to a significant number of catholic churches, 

built by the Spanish in the beginning of the 16th Century. The citizens of Cuenca and its 
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leaders have done a marvelous job in preserving these churches and they are 

considered major tourist attractions.2 

 In addition to churches, Cuenca is home to a substantial number of museums, 

most of which are located in the city’s colonial center. The museums preserve the rich 

indigenous and colonial history of the city. Residents and tourists can choose from a 

variety of options such as the Central Bank Museum, Museum of Modern Art, and the 

Museum of Aboriginal Culture all which offer both permanent and temporary exhibitions. 

The city often hosts international cultural events to further enhance its reputation as a 

supporter of the arts. 

 The well preserved nature of Cuenca’s churches and museums are the defining 

characteristic that gives the city its reputation as a cultural and historical center and 

resulted in the city being designated a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1999. 

Cuenca was the fourth location in Ecuador to be so recognized and this marked an 

important point in Cuenca’s path towards recognition as an international city and as an 

important tourist destination. Specifically, the designation of Cuenca as a World 

Heritage Site was due to its successful preservation of the Historic Center in 

combination with that of the pre-hispanic archaeological ruins within the same area. The 

World Heritage Committee affirmed that “One of the merits of Cuenca consists in not 

having suffered traumas in the original colonial urban fabric and having conserved 

within the area of the historic center an archaeological park where the vestiges of the 

pre-hispanic spatial organization are conserved” (UNESCO, 1999, p. 3).  

                                            
2
 The Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception is probably the most important and imposing of its 

churches. Its construction started in 1885 and lasted for almost a century. It officially opened in 1975 and 
Cuencanos are very proud of its religious and cultural importance to Cuenca and Ecuador. 
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The Historic Center is certainly one of the reasons Cuenca attracts a growing 

number of immigrants who desire to experience the city’s culture or wish to take 

advantage of its tourist potential. Many of the American immigrants either live in the 

Historic Center or spend significant time participating in activities located in this area. 

Thus, Americans are very visible in El Centro and this furthers enhances the idea of a 

significant influx of American migrants in the last few years. 

 In addition to being selected as a World Heritage Site, Cuenca has also been 

recognized by other international organizations for its cultural and historic significance, 

as well as for its good quality of life. Cuenca has received a number of awards such as 

recognition by National Geographic in 2008 as one of the world’s top 50 historic cities 

and the German Stem magazine naming the city as the best place to live for foreigners 

in the same year (Morrill & Castleman 2013, location 143). In October, 2013, Cuenca 

was the first Latin American city to receive the Jean-Paul L’Allier Prize for Heritage by 

the Organization of World Heritage Cities as recognition of its achievements in 

conservation or management of property inscribed in the World Heritage list (“Cuenca 

Recibe,” 2013). 

Media Influence 

The international recognitions that Cuenca has received over the last decade has 

further enhanced the city’s desirability as a top retirement destination. The media has 

advertised Cuenca widely as a desirable location for foreigners to live, contributing to 

the increase in American migration to the city. More specifically, International Living 

deserves most of the credit for the initial dissemination of the city’s reputation as an 

ideal retirement location and an overall great place to live. International Living’s 
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selection of Cuenca in 2009 as the number one retirement destination in the world was 

the spark that started it all.  

After International Living made its selection and American migration to the city 

increased, other media outlets such as BBC and ABC televised stories about the 

attractiveness of Cuenca as a retirement location. Newspapers, either print or online, 

such as the Miami Herald and The Huffington Post have also written stories about 

Cuenca as a retirement haven. These media outlets almost always emphasize 

Cuenca’s cultural heritage and quality of life as an allure for those who wish to escape 

the “rat race” and enjoy life without the typical preoccupations of living in a more 

industrialized society. Hence, what initially started as recognition of Cuenca’s dedication 

to cultural and historical preservation by international organizations later became an 

argument widely disseminated by the media of the elevated quality of life that foreigners 

could experience by moving to the city.  

International television networks, newspapers, and social media played an 

important role by spreading the “word” on Cuenca’s desirable features. Cuencanos, as 

expected, are extremely proud of all the attention the city has received. The local media 

has also reported on the growing presence of foreigners, especially Americans, who 

have chosen to live in Cuenca. The local newspapers El Mercurio and El Tiempo have 

consistently written stories about Cuenca’s desirable features such as the climate, 

quality of life, and cultural importance to explain the increase in immigration. These local 

media outlets usually cite the numerous international recognitions received by Cuenca 

as proof of the city’s attraction to foreigners. Additionally, local newspapers have written 

articles about the American community in the city and often elaborate upon their 
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reasons for choosing to settle in Cuenca. Some of these media reports regarding the 

size and influence of foreigners, particularly Americans, are exaggerated. Nonetheless, 

as my findings will show, they accurately describe some of the reasons that motivate 

Americans to choose Cuenca over other cities in Latin America. 

Concluding Remarks on Cuenca’s Attractiveness 

 There are many factors that make Cuenca attractive to immigrants from the 

United States, especially retirees, and explain the growing presence of Americans in the 

city. Cuenca’s historical importance as a colonial center and its efforts at architectural 

preservation attract many tourists and is one of the reasons that foreigners find it an 

attractive place in which to settle. Cuenca’s selection as a World Heritage Site by 

UNESCO has helped consolidate the city’s cultural significance. The cultural importance 

of Cuenca appeals to immigrants, especially American retirees, who take advantage of 

the city’s museums, churches, and parks and engage in the wide variety of cultural 

activities sponsored both by private organizations and the local government. 

  Finally, the media has played an important role in advertising Cuenca’s desirable 

features, particularly its selection by International Living as the best place to retire in the 

world, which created the headline that attracted thousands of Americans to the city. As 

my findings will show in Chapter 4, the media played a crucial role in advertising 

Cuenca as a more desirable migration destination for Americans in comparison to other 

cities in Ecuador and Latin America. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY IN CUENCA & MOTIVATIONS TO EMIGRATE 

 One of the major purposes of this thesis is to investigate the motivations behind 

the recent migration of Americans to Cuenca. The limited material on international 

migration from developed to developing countries has focused on push and pull factors 

(Croucher, 2009; Croucher, 2012; Morales & Castro, 2008). However, the factors that 

motivated Americans to migrate to Cuenca may not be the same as the factors that 

motivated their compatriots to move to Mexico or Panama. The financial crisis of 2007 

could have “forced” Americans to migrate abroad in order to maintain a decent quality of 

life. Some retirees may have been influenced to migrate to Cuenca because of its 

quality of health care. Other uncommon factors, such as the size of Cuenca and its 

people, may also have played a role on American’s decision to migrate to the city. Thus, 

more research is needed to elucidate the reasons behind the growing phenomenon of 

US to Latin America migration as motivating factors may differ from case to case. 

For this study, I employed qualitative methods and conducted semi-structured 

interviews to allow respondents to elaborate on any issue they felt was important to the 

question asked. My hope was that by using qualitative methods I would be able to dig 

deeper into the reasons behind American migration to Cuenca and provide a more 

complex explanation of the issues involved. 

 I decided to interview Americans who “permanently” moved to Cuenca in an 

attempt to understand the motivations behind this migration pattern. The word 

permanently is in quotations because of its subjectivity. A person may move to another 

country with the intention of remaining there permanently, but continuously travel back 

and forth to their native country. For this research, I only interviewed Americans, either 
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native or naturalized, who lived most of their life in the United States and moved to 

Cuenca with the intent of establishing their primary residency there.  

 I made a concerted effort to interview persons of different ages, backgrounds, 

social status, and race with the intent of getting different perspectives on the same 

issue: the motivations behind migration.  As I will show, some of the motivations behind 

this migration pattern were pretty consistent among most of the respondents, while 

others were quite unique to the person as well as their particular characteristic.  

I interviewed a total of 36 people for the research: 30 respondents and six key 

informants. The American respondents were recruited for the interview by various 

means including blog posts and introduction made by key informants.1 I interviewed 

people who had lived in the city for as little as three weeks to as long as nine years. It 

was important to do so in order to capture a wide range of perceptions.  

The six informants were three Ecuadorians and three native born Americans. 

The three Ecuadorian key informants had an informed perspective on the American 

community in Cuenca. One was a realtor who specialized in renting homes to 

Americans; the other was the Vice-President of the Cuenca Chamber of Commerce; 

and the third was Executive Director of the Ecuadorian American Chamber of 

Commerce. The three native born Americans were individuals who had been residing in 

Cuenca for an average of eight years and had significant exposure to the American 

community through their professional activities. One owned a business where gringos 

                                            
1
 Of the 30 American respondents, two were native born Ecuadorians who became US citizens and lived 

most of their lives in the United States. They had recently returned to live in Cuenca. 
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congregated; the other is a former journalist and part-owner of a real estate company; 

and the third owned another real estate company.  

 In this chapter, I first identify the main demographic characteristics of the 

Americans I interviewed. Subsequently, I then explore the main motivations behind 

American migration to Cuenca as reported by the interview participants.2 In the last 

section, I examine how the media has shaped Cuenca’s image as a desirable place to 

live and directly or indirectly influenced people’s decision to move to the city. 

Demographics 

 Demographic characteristics such as age, marital status, economic situation, and 

race have a strong influence on people’s perceptions, motivations, and decisions. 

Hence, it is crucial to identify the main demographic characteristics that make up my 

sample as well as which of them can be generalized to the American community in 

Cuenca in order to understand why they migrated to the city.   

Age 

 Scholars who have conducted research on American migration to Latin America 

identify senior citizens as the main demographic group (Croucher 2009; McWatters 

2009; Morales & Castro, 2008). Whether it is in Mexico, Panama, or Ecuador, these 

“deliberate” immigrants tend to be seniors who chose to move to another country not to 

start a new life, but rather to enjoy their retirement.  

 In my research in Cuenca, most of the people I interviewed had reached or were 

near retirement age. Of the 30 Americans interviewed, 70% were past the age of 60. As 

                                            
2
 The role of telecommunications and the importance of a vibrant expat community were not 

spontaneously mentioned by any American immigrant in Cuenca as an important motivating factor in their 
decision to emigrate. Therefore, these two issues were left out of this chapter. 
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noted before, I made a concerted effort to interview people of different ages to get 

different views and opinions regarding American migration to Cuenca. However, it was 

clear from the start that the numerical importance of the “baby boomers” in Cuenca was 

unmatched.  

 Although the majority are retired or near retirement age, there are some who are 

younger and moved to Cuenca in search of a new life. Exactly 20% of my respondents 

were under the age of 50. All of them, with the exception of one, are engaged in 

professional activities in Cuenca. Half of those under 50 are married with children who 

were born in the United States and migrated with them to Cuenca. According to these 

younger respondents, there are other young Americans who also moved to Cuenca with 

the goal of starting a new life. So it is important to bear in mind that although most of the 

American community is composed of seniors, there is a relevant portion that is younger 

and professionally active.  

Race 

 Another important demographic characteristic among the Americans migrating to 

Cuenca is that the community is almost entirely composed of Caucasians, with the 

notable exceptions of some descendants of Ecuadorians or other Latino backgrounds. 

On the occasions that I frequented restaurants or places where Americans congregate, 

I rarely saw an African American. This is not to say that there are not African Americans 

among the American community; despite my efforts, I was unable to interview a single 

person of this group. The American community appears to be pretty homogeneous in 

regards to race. 
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Education 

 All of my respondents had at least a high school degree and 63% of them had a 

bachelor’s degree. There were also a number of respondents with graduate degrees 

such as MBAs. Altogether, the American community seems to be composed of mostly 

college educated individuals who had good careers in the US or at least did so until the 

Great Recession of 2007.   

Marital Status 

 Half of my respondents were married and another 30% were single, with the 

remaining 20% either divorced or widowed. Marital status impacts upon the decision to 

migrate in complicated ways, particularly for those who are married. Most of the 

immigrants interviewed researched a wide variety of places in order to choose where to 

establish residence. Married couples must negotiate with their partners to choose a 

place where both will be happy and satisfied. However, conflicts may arise as a result of 

this kind of international migration since one partner may be unsatisfied with some 

aspect of their new life and it may not make sense to remain in a place if your livelihood 

does not depend on it. As previously noted, most of the immigrants interviewed did not 

migrate to Cuenca to work, but rather to enjoy their retirements.  

One respondent told me that he moved to Cuenca with his wife, but she did not 

like the pace of life as well as the cool and often cold weather. He loved the city and 

decided to stay which eventually ended their marriage since his former wife was not 

happy there. Another respondent complained that her husband remains in their 

apartment all day while she spends her time attending multiple Spanish classes and 

enjoying the city’s culture. She believes that eventually they will have to return to the 
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United States since her husband’s fascination with the city has ended and he now 

complains about the every little thing that happens in Cuenca. 

Spanish Fluency 

Most of the American immigrants I interviewed could not read, understand, and 

speak Spanish proficiently. In fact, 63% of the Americans interviewed reported that their 

Spanish proficiency was either at the “beginner” level or “poor.” About 23% answered 

that they were at the “intermediate” level and the remainder affirmed that they were 

fluent in Spanish. These ratings are, of course, subjective as a person may feel that he 

or she speaks or understands better than they actually do and vice versa.  

Nevertheless, I was amazed at the number of people who told me that the ability 

to speak Spanish in Cuenca is not important. Many respondents noted that even though 

Spanish proficiency would improve their social relationships, knowledge of the local 

language was not necessary as they could get by just fine without it. One respondent 

who had moved to Cuenca three months prior specifically stated that he did not believe 

that learning Spanish would significantly enhance his living experience in Cuenca. He 

went on to say that he knew Americans in Cuenca who have been living in the city for 

years and are not proficient in Spanish. Another respondent affirmed that he uses 

gestures to communicate with locals and does not foresee becoming proficient in 

Spanish.  

The lack of Spanish proficiency among the American community was not a 

surprise as scholars have noted the same phenomenon in other cities in Latin America. 

In her study of San Miguel Allende and Ajijic in Mexico, Sheila Croucher (2009) affirmed 

that “shockingly few of the Americans living in Ajijic and in San Miguel speak Spanish. 
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And this is not unique to only the more recent arrivals, but includes some Americans 

who have been living in Mexico for a decade or more” (p. 64). Morales and Castro 

(2008) in Mazatlan, Mexico and McWatters (2009) in Boquete, Panama also report a 

small percentage of Americans who are proficient in Spanish. Hence, Americans in 

Cuenca are not unique in their overall inability to read, understand, and speak Spanish.  

A not unimportant number of my 30 respondents, 20%, were attending some kind 

of Spanish language school in Cuenca or studying online to learn the language. Since 

the majority were seniors, many expressed the difficulty of learning a new language at 

an advanced age and felt frustrated after trying for a while. Although many informants 

demonstrated a sincere interest to learn the local language for their own benefit and out 

of respect for Cuencanos, it is unlikely that many will ever become fluent as their daily 

interactions with the locals tend to be limited. In fact, some of my respondents had 

already given up and did not intend to continue taking classes to learn Spanish. 

Length of Residence in Cuenca 

 I also asked how long respondents had been living permanently in Cuenca. I 

made sure to specify the word “permanently” since many of them had made exploratory 

trips to the city before moving definitely.  About 94% of 30 had been living in the city for 

three years or less. I expected many to be recent migrants since Cuenca was chosen 

by International Living as the best retirement destination in the world only in 2009 and it 

has mainly been since then that the American media picked up on this news and spread 

the word. Moreover, about 43% of the respondents were residing in Cuenca for less 

than one year. 
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Living Arrangements 

The majority of respondents rent the residence they live in and only about 23% 

own their homes in Cuenca. These results surprised me as I expected the share of 

property owners to be in par with renters. Based on the perceptions of Cuencanos I 

talked to, it was widely believed that Americans were purchasing property in Cuenca 

instead of renting.  

One of the explanations for the small share of Americans who have purchased 

homes in Cuenca is the uncertainty regarding their permanence in the city. 

Consequently, many Americans want to avoid the risk of purchasing a home and then 

having to wait a long time to sell it if they decide to return to the United States. Another 

reason is that some respondents were negatively affected by the housing crisis of 2008 

and did not want to take the same risk in a foreign country. Married couples are 

especially hesitant about owning property in the city. A 77-year-old male respondent 

moved to Cuenca with his wife who is 16 years younger and decided not to purchase a 

home because he did not think it was fair to bind his wife with the responsibility of home 

ownership in case he passed away before her. Additionally, many respondents are 

nervous about purchasing a home in Cuenca because they do not speak Spanish and 

do not understand the local regulations. One key informant explained that the main 

reason he decided to become a real estate agent in Cuenca was because his mother 

moved to the city before him and was misled by a real estate agent when she 

purchased a home. 

 The other explanation for why the majority seem to rent is the relative low cost of 

rental in Cuenca compared to the United States. Many informants were amazed by the 
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size of the house or apartment that they could rent for less than $400 per month. One 

retired 67-year-old woman related to me that she lived in “a gorgeous, 3 bedroom home 

for $350 per month.” Obviously, the price of real estate varies by location and the 

characteristics of the property, but overall the respondents were extremely satisfied by 

the price of their rental properties. Thus, many Americans reasoned that it was not in 

their best interest to purchase real estate in Cuenca when they could rent an abode for 

so “cheap.” 

Motivations Behind Migration 

 In this section, I provide an overall description of the main motivating factors 

behind American emigration to Cuenca. One of the questions I asked was whether they 

felt “pushed” or “pulled” to Cuenca. The rationale behind this question was to get the 

respondents thinking about the principal reasons that influenced their decision to 

choose Cuenca as their destination. Each respondent was given complete freedom to 

explain the motivations behind their decision. In addition, I specifically asked about the 

importance of economic factors, the Great Recession, and quality and cost of health 

care in their decision to move to Cuenca.   

Economic Factors 

 Economic factors were by far the number one reason behind American migration 

to Cuenca. About 76% of respondents claimed that they were primarily influenced by 

economic factors. Of the 30 persons interviewed, all but five said that economic factors 

influenced their decision to emigrate, whether or not it was the most important reason. 

Many mentioned other factors as well, but in the end, what motivated them to move to 

Cuenca was the fact that they could have a much better quality of life for a fraction of 
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what it would cost in the United States, regardless of the state they lived in. David 

Morrill, co-author of Expats in Cuenca: Life in Ecuador and part-owner of a real estate 

company, has resided in Cuenca for the last nine years and has a good insight into the 

American community in the city. He confided to me that, “All of us are here for economic 

reasons one way or another.” His statement clearly shows that economic factors are a 

strong motivating factor to everyone and sums up the most important reason behind 

recent American emigration to Cuenca. 

Economic factors include the cost of living, the cost of health care, and business 

opportunities. Each of these categories was mentioned by informants as specific 

economic factors that motivated them to migrate to Cuenca. Since the majority of 

Americans that reside in Cuenca are retirees, economic affordability is understandably a 

concern. Many of the potential migrants travel to the city for a trial period before finally 

deciding to emigrate, investigating, for example, the cost of living. 

Although Cuenca is not the cheapest city to live in Ecuador, it is still very 

affordable compared to many other South American cities. Most importantly, American 

immigrants tend to compare prices in Cuenca to the United States. The phenomenon of 

price comparison is especially prevalent when Americans search for a residence in 

Cuenca. Many immigrants are elated when they hear the cost of rental for an apartment 

or house. As one retiree respondent told me, “If I rented an apartment with this size and 

quality in Mesa, Arizona, it would cost me three times as much.”  

Additionally, the cost of utilities is relatively inexpensive for Americans who are 

accustomed to US prices. Based on my own personal experience, it is feasible to spend 

less than $100 in utilities per month with internet, gas, electricity, and telephone service 
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included. Food expenses can be comparable to the United States if a person shops in 

regular supermarkets, but food is much cheaper when it is purchased in the mercados, 

market places where everything from fruits and vegetables to different kinds of meats 

are sold. The advantage of buying products at a mercado is that bargaining is part of 

the game and if you play it well, food costs can decrease dramatically. Of course, in 

order to bargain one must be proficient in Spanish which is a problem for many of the 

Americans residing in Cuenca. 

Professional Opportunities 

 Although most Americans residing in Cuenca are retired and not professionally 

active, there are some who specifically migrated to take advantage of entrepreneurial 

opportunities in the city. About 36% of the interview participants migrated to Cuenca 

and started their own business. Most of the American business owners I interviewed 

asserted that their main motivation was to own a business and the decision to move to 

Cuenca only happened after they realized the lack of feasibility of doing so in the United 

States. Surprisingly, not all American business owners spoke Spanish fluently and 

some were not fluent at all.  

The fact that Cuenca has received so much international media attention in the 

last few years encouraged some potential migrants to ultimately make the decision to 

emigrate. They felt that American immigration, along with tourism, would increase 

spendable income in Cuenca and provide business opportunities to entrepreneurs who 

captured this niche. Almost all of them had experience in Ecuador, but one married 

couple with a child decided to quit their jobs, sell what they had in the United States and 
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move to Cuenca without ever even visiting the city in hopes of starting their own 

business. 

 For those who came to Cuenca to search for business opportunities, the lower 

cost of opening a business was certainly an attractive feature. Although the bureaucracy 

in Cuenca can be overwhelming, some of the business owners I interviewed were 

positively surprised by how little money they needed to open their establishments. In 

fact, all of them stated that they wanted to open their own businesses in the United 

States, but did not have the financial means to do so. Once they visited or read about 

Cuenca, the idea of migrating to another country to open a business became more 

tempting and eventually they decided to do so. A young couple in their late 20s and 

early 30s affirmed with a certain degree of amazement that they spent around $20,000 

to open their restaurant. According to them, it would have cost around $100,000 to open 

a similar restaurant in Kentucky. Similarly, a couple in their early 60s was pleasantly 

surprised by how little money they spent to open their Café. Overall, the low cost of 

opening a business in Cuenca compared to the United States was an important 

attraction to those who dreamed of owning their own business. 

The majority of these American-owned businesses are in the food sector such as 

restaurants or cafés. Their menus tend to be oriented to North American tastes, with 

foods that are commonly sold in the United States and Canada. These business 

establishments tend to advertise in websites that are popular among North Americans. 

The Vice-President of the Cuenca Chamber of Commerce said that some American 

immigrants have been quicker than Ecuadorians to provide the niche of products that 

Americans demand. Moreover, some immigrants realized after they arrived in Cuenca 
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that there was a need for a certain product or service and decided to offer it either 

informally through websites or by establishing a local business.  

Other American immigrants are offering their professional services for sale 

through websites or word of mouth. It is common to see advertisements for services 

such as counseling and translation on websites or posted in local businesses 

frequented by Americans. I interviewed one gentleman who was a certified marriage 

and family counselor in the United States and once he arrived in Cuenca, he rented an 

office and continued his practice locally. Another is a licensed psychiatrist in the United 

States and continues to treat patients in Cuenca in his own home. For some, the extra 

income is just an incentive to keep active, while others need to work in order to 

supplement their income. 

Quality and Cost of Health Care 

 When asked why they chose Cuenca to establish their residence, many of my 

respondents answered that the quality and cost of health care were important factors, if 

not the main ones. About one-third of the respondents pointed to the quality and cost of 

health care as influential in their decision to emigrate.  

For many seniors, the quality of health care was an important consideration in 

their decision to emigrate. To my surprise, not one single respondent complained about 

their health care experiences in Cuenca. Some of them related stories of their 

experiences with local health care facilities, while others explained how satisfied they 

were with the quality of treatment they received.  Furthermore, some were elated to 

discover that many physicians received part of their training and education in the United 

States and Europe. According to respondents, many physicians spoke English fluently 
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which obviously made communication much easier. It was also surprising to some 

American immigrants how extremely attentive many doctors were with them. A 64-year-

old respondent confessed how shocked she was when in her first consultation with a 

doctor in Cuenca, the physician gave her his cell phone number to call him in case of an 

emergency. Another respondent was taken aback when the physician that she barely 

knew offered her and her husband a ride home.  

Many respondents mentioned the burgeoning cost of health care in the United 

States and the relatively inexpensiveness of it in Cuenca as a motivation. Before 

making the final decision to emigrate, some Americans spent a few weeks in Cuenca 

not only as an exploratory trip, but also to experiment with the local health care services 

and to analyze its costs. A 58-year-old former software developer confessed that “I 

would have to work until I dropped to be able to afford health care in the United States.” 

Another respondent who used to pay $800 per month for her health insurance in San 

Diego affirmed that the main reason she decided it was no longer feasible to live in the 

United States was because she could no longer afford health insurance. According to 

her, “when you can’t afford health insurance, then you are no longer in the middle 

class.” Even with such a high insurance premium, the above informant was exasperated 

by the fact that her US health insurance coverage was very limited and she would still 

experience considerable financial hardship if she incurred a major illness. To many 

American immigrants, including those who have not yet reached retirement age, the 

cost and quality of health care was a determining factor for their emigration. 

Although most of the Americans I interviewed did not have Ecuadorian health 

insurance, about 26% of the respondents reported they had purchased health coverage 
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for themselves in Cuenca. Health insurance premiums vary in price depending on a 

range of factors. However, two different gentlemen in their early 60s whom I interviewed 

separately stated that they paid around $100 per month for a plan that covered 

themselves and their spouses. Understandably, the Americans who had local health 

insurance coverage always expressed their satisfaction with the low price paid for a 

plan which included hospitalization and doctor visits.  

Those who did not have health insurance typically explained that the cost of 

medical care in Cuenca was so low that it was not worth the trouble to purchase a plan. 

Again, the costs for doctor visits vary, but respondents reported they pay anywhere from 

$15-25 to consult with a physician. Obviously, these amounts are extremely low for the 

typical American who is accustomed to paying much more for doctor visits in the United 

States. Not one American who participated in this research complained about the cost 

of health care in Cuenca and a few made the point of comparing local costs with the 

United States. Interestingly, not many considered the fact that the cost for a doctor’s 

consultation might be low for the typical American immigrant, but was not necessarily so 

for the many poor Ecuadorians who must survive on a minimum wage of $318 per 

month (“Tablas de incremento,” 2013). Whenever a respondent marveled at the cost of 

something in Cuenca, it was always in comparison to what he or she would pay in their 

previous place of residence in the United States. 

Climate 

 In the interviews, a not insignificant number of Americans mentioned the climate 

as one of the explanations for choosing Cuenca over other cities which they considered. 
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About 30% of the respondents spontaneously mentioned the climate as an important 

factor in their decision to move to Cuenca. 

Many explained that they could not bear to live in hot climates and enjoyed the 

fact that Cuenca is located in the Andean mountain range, thus the temperature is cool 

throughout the year. Several American immigrants welcomed the idea of not having to 

own an air conditioning unit. The website of the Municipal Library of Guayaquil 

describes Cuenca’s climate as “perpetual spring with temperature varying between 14 

and 18 degrees Celsius” (“Doce de Abril,” 2013). However, the reference to Cuenca’s 

climate as “perpetual spring” can be a bit exaggerated. In their book, Expats in Ecuador: 

Life in Cuenca, Morrill and Castleman (2013) explain, “Days are generally warmish, in 

the mid- to high 60s and low 70s. However, they can also vary from coolish to cold, 

especially when it's rainy, but also when it's cloudy” (location 225). 

Although most people mentioned the climate as a positive feature of Cuenca, a 

few were uncomfortable with the extreme changes in temperatures from cool to cold 

that often occurred in the city. A 58-year-old female respondent who had recently 

immigrated arrived for our interview with an intense cold and complained that the 

sudden changes in weather had severely affected her. Another female respondent 

confided that her husband constantly complained about the local weather and may not 

want to continue living in Cuenca because of it. Thus, climate can be a positive factor in 

Americans’ decision to migrate to Cuenca, but once they arrive, it can also act as an 

adverse influence on whether they decide to stay or not. 
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“Not Too Big and Not Too Small” 

One of the most interesting explanations offered in the interviews with respect to 

the attraction of Cuenca was regarding its size. The typical expression that respondents 

used to refer to the size of Cuenca was “not too big and not too small.” I did not expect 

that many immigrants would refer to Cuenca’s “medium” size as an influential factor in 

their decision to emigrate. Apparently, many immigrants wanted to get away from large 

urban centers, but did not necessarily want to live without entertainment and cultural 

attractions such as restaurants and museums. Therefore, Cuenca was an optimal 

solution in many people’s eyes. 

 About 20% of the respondents referred to Cuenca’s size as a motive to emigrate 

there. Many explained that Cuenca was perfect for someone who did not want to 

purchase a car. Car ownership among American immigrants in Cuenca is not very 

common. The distances are many times short enough that one can walk. If walking is 

not an option, taxis are ubiquitous in the city and the costs are low for the American 

wallet.   

 It is important to note that before moving to Cuenca many Americans considered 

other cities as well. One retiree mentioned that she visited Medellin, a city that seems to 

be getting a lot of publicity lately but found it “too much” for her (Peddicord, 2013; 

Matlack, 2013). According to her, Medellin was “too hot, too humid, with too much 

traffic, too much pollution, and too many people.” A 59-year-old former civil engineer 

declared that he and his wife investigated other countries such as Thailand, Mexico, 

Panama, Costa Rica, Uruguay, and Chile. He went on to say that once they arrived in 

Ecuador, they also made exploratory visits to Quito, Ambato, Otavalo, Loja, and 
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Cuenca. Ultimately, he and his wife decided to retire in Cuenca because it was not too 

big and the city had good medical care. 

 Other immigrants explained that they did not wish to live in large cities, but did 

not consider settling in a small one either because they were concerned about more 

Americans immigrating. A 66-year-old informant mentioned that she lived for 23 years in 

Lake Chapala, Mexico and witnessed the change the city experienced after so many 

Americans moved there.  As she clarified, “I want a social network with other 

Americans, but not one so large that Wal-Mart feels the need to open a store to cater to 

the expatriate community.” She later revealed that, “I want my cake and eat it too.” 

Another couple decided against moving to Boquete, Panama because according to 

them, “it was overcrowded with Americans.” They went on to say that Cuenca can still 

handle “another couple thousand Americans and not be overwhelmed.” 

 Hence, the size of Cuenca does play a role in some immigrants’ decision to 

emigrate. Cuenca’s “not too big and not too small” characteristic is an attraction many 

Americans appreciate and wish to preserve. They like the idea of walking to most 

places and enjoy the amenities the city has to offer. Furthermore, some respondents 

made it very clear that they did not want to see the city “invaded” by other gringos who 

like themselves, yearn to take advantage of all the benefits Cuenca has to offer.3 Thus, 

the city’s size and lack of American cultural influence are appealing features to many 

current and potential immigrants. 

 

 

                                            
3
 In Latin America, the word “gringo” is often used to describe a foreign person, especially one that 

originates from North America and Europe. 
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The People of Cuenca  

During the interviews, it was common for participants to characterize Cuencanos 

as friendly, patient, and polite.  Many Americans affirmed they were pleasantly surprised 

by how well they were treated by Cuencanos from the first day of their arrival. According 

to some respondents, Cuencanos are usually patient with the inability of Americans to 

speak Spanish and typically go out of their way to assist them. One 66-year-old retiree 

related an anecdote of having asked for directions when she was lost and an extremely 

patient Cuencano made sure to personally take her to her destination as he was 

concerned she would not be able to find it. She went on to say, “How many people in 

the United States would do that? The answer is none. I was so impressed with that 

individual’s generosity and concern that I would arrive where I was supposed to go that I 

just knew Cuenca was for me.” These types of anecdotes of friendly and helpful 

Cuencanos are prevalent among the Americans I interviewed and it is usually followed 

by a comparison with the lack of friendliness and generosity displayed by those living in 

the United States.4 

 About 27% of respondents spontaneously mentioned “the people of Cuenca” as 

a factor for choosing Cuenca over other cities. Moreover, many of those who did not 

mention the Cuencanos as an influence in their decision lauded the friendliness and 

helpfulness of the locals. Some retirees even went as far as to say that Cuenca 

resembled the United States they grew up in where people were more concerned with 

each other and community bond was stronger.  

                                            
4
 A couple of respondents were former Peace Corps volunteers in Ecuador who fell in love with the 

country’s friendly citizens and culture and knew what to expect when they moved there. 
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 Nonetheless, there were some informants who were not as impressed with the 

locals’ “friendliness” as other Americans were. Some alluded to the fact that many of 

Cuenca’s motorists are extremely aggressive on the road. In addition, others mentioned 

the disregard that some locals have for standing in lines and the penchant for cutting 

ahead in front of others. However, the biggest complaint regarding the local culture was 

the lack of punctuality. When pressed to mention at least one negative aspect of living 

in Cuenca, many Americans referred to how routine it was for locals to arrive to 

meetings late and sometimes not arrive at all. An American who practices family 

therapy and medical hypnosis mentioned that he had Ecuadorian clients who did not 

show up for their scheduled sessions. Surprisingly to him, the same client would make a 

new appointment and not appear once again. Therefore, the lack of punctuality and 

respect for appointments were problems that Americans had to deal with and get 

accustomed to.   

The Role of the Media 

 As shown in Chapter 3, the media has played a crucial role in publicizing 

Cuenca’s status as a retirement haven. International Living has certainly done its part to 

publicize Cuenca’s virtues to the rest of the world. It is hard to find an American living in 

Cuenca who has not heard about International Living ranking Cuenca as the top 

retirement destination in the world.  When I asked respondents if they knew about this 

designation, every single American I interviewed answered yes. Some of them had 

already moved to Cuenca when International Living’s selection was announced, but the 

majority had not.  
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 The selection of Cuenca as the top retirement destination in the world garnered 

attention in a variety of media outlets and gained potential migrants’ attention. For 

instance, a former software developer explained that she was working long hours in a 

stressful project for a major U.S. bank when she saw an article on Yahoo with the 

following title: “Retire on $600 per month.” The article described Cuenca’s selection by 

International Living and all the advantages the city had to offer. The respondent decided 

to subscribe to the publication to attain more information about Cuenca, visited the city, 

and eventually opted to retire there.  

Many respondents subscribe to International Living and used the information 

provided by the publication to make an informed decision on whether to migrate to 

Cuenca. However, only a few respondents admitted that they were directly influenced 

by the publication’s findings. The majority tended to have a negative perception of the 

magazine. On more than one occasion, respondents referred to International Living as 

“International Lying.” The most common accusation was that the publication 

underestimated the cost of living in Cuenca.  Another was that the magazine is only 

trying to sell reports and seats at their conference. Live and Invest Overseas, which is 

another publication focused on rating international destinations, was often referred to as 

“Live and Conquer Overseas.” 

Nonetheless, despite some people’s negative perception of the magazine, others 

considered International Living to be fairly accurate in their analysis of Cuenca. 

Moreover, those who did not accuse the publication of embellishing Cuenca’s virtues 

believed migrants must do their own research and visit the city personally to assess its 
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advantages and disadvantages. According to these respondents, the publication should 

serve only as an informational guide, not as a catalyst for decision making.  

Not surprisingly, some American immigrants were concerned about all the 

attention Cuenca has been receiving lately. Not only have major publications endorsed 

Cuenca as a retirement haven, but many of the immigrants themselves have blogs 

depicting the benefits of life in the Ecuadorian Andes. Some respondents believe 

American immigrants should not entice others to move to the city as they are concerned 

that a greater influx of foreigners might overwhelm the local culture. Since many of the 

people I interviewed reviewed publications, web sites, and blogs to attain more 

information about Cuenca, it seems contradictory that some of these same individuals 

would be against media coverage of the city. But as one respondent professed, “It 

[media coverage] could be the death of Cuenca.”    

Whether or not someone views the media coverage of Cuenca favorably, there is 

little debate about its influence on the recent influx of immigrants to the city. The 

media’s widespread dissemination of Cuenca’s selection as the best place to retire in 

the world enticed the interest of many Americans who were considering moving abroad. 

A respondent who was a former local writer for International Living explains that, “Once 

the networks spread the news, it created a spark that attracted people to the city.” He 

goes on to affirm, “Many people are looking for other places to live because of the cost 

of living in the U.S., so publications such as International Living have an influence on 

people’s decision to move to Cuenca.” Thus, it is clear the media has played an 

important role in creating Cuenca’s image as a desirable place to live and retire.  
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Disenchantment with the United States 

 Close to 45% of respondents felt that they were “pushed” from the United States. 

It is important to note that even though many people affirmed they were “pulled” to 

Cuenca, some of them would later mention reasons to emigrate that were more of a 

“push” instead of a “pull” factor. Thus, the share who were pushed is likely greater than 

what was explicitly stated. Invariably, the explanation for the “push” was either political 

or economic.   

Many respondents explained that their disenchantment with the United States 

was a motivating factor in their decision to emigrate. Political and economic 

disenchantment were the two reasons mentioned by those who were pessimistic 

regarding the future of the United States. Some Americans focused their criticism on the 

Iraq war, lack of personal freedom after September 11th, and the supposed negative 

international image of the United States. Others criticized the government’s response to 

the Great Recession and the bailout of the financial companies in 2008.   

  Many felt the political situation in the United States was unbearable. Even 

though I did not ask questions regarding political affiliation or affinity, it was pretty clear 

from respondents’ answers that the two main political ideologies, liberal and 

conservative, are represented among the American community in Cuenca. In regards to 

political frustration, some people directly mentioned the policies of former President 

Bush and current President Obama as being detrimental to the United States. One 

respondent mentioned that “President Obama is trying to destroy our country because 

he doesn’t like it.” Others mentioned that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have given 

the United States and Americans a negative image. Some respondents even affirmed 
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that they intend to become citizens of Ecuador to be able to travel with an Ecuadorian 

passport instead of an American one. 

 Some respondents complained about the lack of freedom in the United States. 

One gentleman mentioned that the United States has become a “fascist dictatorship” 

and wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. Another respondent, who retired 

from a high ranking position in a U.S. government agency, stated that he got tired of the 

“mickey mouse” politics in the United States and eventually became so aggravated that 

he felt like shooting the television. He went on to say, “I feel freer in a socialist nation 

[Ecuador] than in my own country.” 

 One respondent attributed his emigration to Cuenca as a desire to escape the 

U.S. government’s persecution of alternative medicine. This specific individual practiced 

medical hypnotherapy and alternative medicine and felt that his profession was targeted 

by the U.S. government. He believed that certain professions are persecuted in the 

United States to protect the industries dominated by large corporations. He decided to 

move abroad after becoming disappointed with the U.S. government for infringing upon 

citizens’ right to exercise their profession freely. 

In regards to economic disenchantment, some respondents believe that the 

United States is in decline and a complete economic collapse is near. According to 

them, the devaluation of the US dollar means that the dollar is losing purchasing power 

and prices will surely increase, resulting in runaway inflation. Inexplicably, the same 

immigrants who argue such theories have chosen to live in a country where the US 

dollar has been the official currency since 2000.  
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Many respondents believed that a good share of Americans who immigrated to 

Cuenca in the last few years are “economic refugees.”  They described “economic 

refugees” as non-affluent Americans who were “pushed” to emigrate because they lost 

their jobs in the Great Recession or because they did not have sufficient income to 

retire in the US. Around 43% of respondents asserted that they themselves were 

negatively affected by the Great Recession. Many lost their jobs, others their house, 

while some saw their retirement savings disappear after the collapse of the stock 

market. One gentleman explained how devastated he felt when he had to walk away 

from a financial obligation when he lost his house in a short-sale. In a different, but 

similar disastrous situation, a 65-year-old retiree mentioned that she and her husband 

lost around $300,000 in the stock market. Most of the participants who were negatively 

affected by the Great Recession were either retired or close to their retirement years. 

Thus, they had limited opportunity to start over or find new employment.  

Despite the important share of respondents who were negatively affected by 

Great Recession, only two admitted that they emigrated from the United States because 

they could no longer afford to live there. The others asserted that they had enough 

income to live in the US, but decided not to. In Chapter 5, the issue of “economic 

refugees” will be further explored when I analyze the average expenditure of each 

respondent in Cuenca.  

Final Remarks on the American Community in Cuenca 

 The American community in Cuenca is characterized by some specific 

demographic characteristics. Based on my interviews, which may or may not be 

statistically representative, the majority are retired or near retirement age and 
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Caucasian, generally have a college education, do not speak Spanish fluently, and do 

not own their own home in Cuenca. The great majority of those I interviewed had moved 

to Cuenca within the past three years, conforming to my expectations of the recent 

surge in American emigration to Cuenca. While there are exceptions to this overall 

pattern, the above characteristics paint a good picture of the current American expat 

community.  

It is clear that the migration of Americans to Cuenca is a recent phenomenon, 

composed mainly of senior citizens who do not intend to exercise a profession. Most 

American immigrants want to spend their time on leisure activities and speak highly of 

their adopted city. Home ownership is not a priority and many affirm that they do not 

plan to purchase a property since they do not want to have major responsibilities in 

Cuenca.  

In terms of motivations, economic factors certainly played a major role in most 

immigrants’ decision to leave the United States and settle abroad. Respondents 

mentioned the low cost of living compared to the United States as well as health care 

affordability as important attractions of life in Cuenca. A minority was influenced by the 

desire to open a business in Cuenca and attracted by the opportunities and low 

business startup costs available in the city.  

Quality of health care was also a concern for many American immigrants and all 

of those who have used medical services in the city were satisfied by the care and 

attention they received. Most of the respondents did not have health insurance as they 

felt that costs were sufficiently affordable and did not see the necessity to purchase it. 

However, those who did have insurance were glad to pay a low premium for the service. 
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The climate and size of Cuenca were also factors in people’s decision to 

emigrate. The majority of those interviewed felt that the local climate was hospitable. 

The medium size of Cuenca was attractive to many immigrants as they enjoyed living in 

a city where they felt reasonably safe and could walk to their destinations.  

Many immigrants declared they were attracted to Cuenca because of its people. 

American immigrants mentioned how typically friendly and patient Cuencanos are, but 

some also resented the locals’ penchant for being late and the lack of respect for formal 

appointments. 

The media had an important role in shaping Cuenca’s desirability. Everyone I 

interviewed used media sources to attain more information about the city. Some people 

were extremely negative about the dissemination of Cuenca as a retirement haven, 

especially on the part of International Living. Others had a more positive opinion of the 

publication. Most importantly, every single respondent was aware of Cuenca’s election 

as the best place to retire in the world and some were subscribed to the publication and 

had attended its conferences.  

Finally, various Americans felt extremely disenchanted with the future economic 

and political prospects of the United States. Respondents complained about the bailout 

of the banking system, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the American political 

system as a whole. Some were not confident about the short-term economic and 

political stability of the United States. 

An important share of respondents (43%) affirmed that they were negatively 

affected by the Great Recession. Some lost their jobs, houses, and savings as result of 

the financial crisis. Many of those affected were retired or near retirement age and felt 
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insecure about the possibility of living in the United States on their retirement income. 

Hence, many were pushed to retire outside the United States and Cuenca presented a 

good opportunity to live comfortably on their income. Many respondents pointed to the 

presence of “economic refugees” in the American community, but only a couple of them 

identified themselves as such.
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CHAPTER 5 
IMPACT OF AMERICAN IMMIGRATION ON CUENCA 

 What has been the impact of American immigration on Cuenca? The second 

goal of my research is to answer this question. Although American migration to Cuenca 

is a fairly recent phenomenon and the size of the American community is not yet a 

significant proportion of the population, it is important to analyze what the impact, if any, 

has been thus far. Many Cuencanos have noticed the influx of American immigrants in 

recent years and attribute to them some of the changes the city has experienced. As in 

Chapter 4, I draw upon the results of the semi-structured interviews with American 

immigrants and key informants to analyze how the American community has impacted 

Cuenca thus far.  

 As part of the interview, I asked respondents directly their perception of the 

impact of American immigration on the city, as well as how they viewed their fellow 

compatriots. My intention was to try to understand how these immigrants viewed 

themselves and their compatriots with respect to such issues as their economic impact, 

the extent of cultural exchange, and whether they were contributing to the city through 

volunteer activities. I was also curious regarding the phenomenon of “ugly Americans;” 

i.e., whether they considered that Americans sometimes acted in culturally inappropriate 

ways. 

The interviews with key informants also provided informed local opinions to 

triangulate the perceptions of American expats. In these interviews, I asked specific 

questions about any investments made by Americans in the local economy and if locals 

are in anyway taking advantage of the influx of immigrants to expand their businesses 

or establish new ones. 



 

66 

In this chapter, I first discuss how American immigration to Cuenca has impacted 

real estate prices and then turn to the broader economic environment. The subsequent 

sections will focus on “ugly Americans,” the cultural impact, and American volunteer 

activities. I end the chapter by considering the overall impact of American immigration 

on Cuenca.  

Real Estate 

 Cuencanos have noticed the increase in real estate prices in the last few years. 

In the last year alone, 2012-2013, the price of land and construction costs have 

increased an estimated 25% (“Casas y terreno,” 2013). Although the cost per square 

meter can vary greatly in Cuenca, it can surpass $1000 in some areas, which is 

considered by Cuencanos to be very high (“Departamentos suben,” 2013). According to 

the real estate agents interviewed, the increase in real estate prices can be explained 

by a number of factors: rise in the cost of construction materials; remittances from 

abroad; investments by returning Ecuadorians who had emigrated; the greater 

availability of government credit; and American immigration. The question relevant to 

this thesis is how much of the increase in real estate prices in Cuenca can be attributed 

to American immigration. The impact of American immigration on the local real estate 

market is a common theme in Cuenca. In the informal conversations I had with local 

residents, many attributed the increase in real estate prices directly to American 

immigration. The image of thousands of retired gringos purchasing a home is a facile 

explanation for the perceived increase in real estate prices in Cuenca. However, as I 

discussed in Chapter 4, it appears that only a minority of Americans in Cuenca 
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purchase the homes they live in. This finding is supported both by my interviews with 

Americans in Cuenca and with local real estate agents.  

Three of my key informants worked for or owned real estate agencies and had 

Cuencano and American clients. All of them rejected the commonly held notion that 

Americans were responsible for the increase in local real estate prices. They held that 

American immigration had some impact on real estate prices, but not to the extent 

believed by many Cuencanos and some Americans.   

One owner of a real estate agency explained that “sales to gringos are only 

about 1.5% of the local real estate market.”  He went on to say that Ecuadorians 

returning from the United States and Europe had a greater impact on the real estate 

market than gringos and “are responsible for about 35% of the real estate purchases in 

the city.” He believed the gringo influence occurred indirectly, as many returning 

Ecuadorians have adopted American customs and tastes and therefore choose to live in 

condos. Thus, this would help explain the increase in demand for condos and the 

subsequent rise in the cost per square meter in the last three years (“Departamentos 

suben,” 2013).  

Many Cuencanos who had migrated overseas have returned permanently to 

Cuenca as a result of the financial crisis that erupted in the US and Europe in 2007. The 

Andean Survey on International Migration and Remittances found that 24,115 natives 

from the province of Azuay returned home from abroad since the beginning of the 2007 

financial crisis (“Cuenca es la ciudad,” 2013). The number of returning Cuencanos far 

outweighs American immigration and thus their impact on housing prices is likely 

greater.   
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We must also consider the influence of remittances on the increase in real estate 

prices in the city. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, remittances have a substantial influence 

on the economy of Cuenca. According to the Ecuadorian Central Bank, in 2012 Cuenca 

received $418 million in remittances (Evolución de las Remesas, 2012). Scholars who 

have studied remittances from Cuencanos abroad have noted that a good portion of the 

amount sent back is used to purchase properties in Cuenca and surrounding areas or to 

improve the homes of family members (Jokisch & Pribilsky, 2002; Weitzman, 2011; 

Miles, 2004; Klaufus, 2012). When he visited Azogues, a town about 20 miles from 

Cuenca, Weitzman (2011) described some of the houses built with money from 

remittances as, “palaces of vulgar, garish opulence, with pastel-colored walls, orange 

roofs, imposing black gates, and pillars topped off with stone dogs, lions, and cockerels” 

(p. 228). This is not to say that every Ecuadorian abroad builds opulent mansions in 

their native country, but it illustrates the importance that many Ecuadorian migrants give 

to building homes in their native land, both to prepare for their return and as a symbol of 

the success of their migration project. Thus, their demand also puts pressure on real 

estate prices.  

Not all Americans can or are willing to buy expensive properties. An owner of a 

real estate agency affirmed that “more and more, the Americans who are coming to 

Cuenca have less money and look for cheap properties.” He considers that Cuencanos 

are the ones who purchase the most expensive properties and many times his 

American clients cannot afford the nice places they would like to live in Cuenca. He 

blames the increase in the cost of construction materials for most of the inflationary 

pressure on housing prices. 
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From the interviews with local real estate agents as well as by respondents’ 

reports, it appears that the share of Americans renting homes is much higher than those 

who purchase one. As mentioned in Chapter 4, only about 23% of respondents stated 

that they owned the home they lived in. Three of the four real estate agents interviewed 

also affirmed that their American clients who wanted to rent outnumbered those looking 

to purchase by four to one, which is pretty close to my own interview results. The other 

real estate agent only worked with rentals, so she could not determine the ratio of 

buyers to renters.  

In terms of the impact of American immigration on rental prices, all the real estate 

agents had a similar position. They believed the impact was small and not as great as 

many locals claim. The realtor who specialized in rental properties noted that the 

properties she manages have not gone up in price in the last five years and in some 

cases have gone down. Moreover, she claims that some Americans are not competing 

with middle class Cuencanos since the former rent low quality apartments, around $200 

or less.  

American immigrants are also taking advantage of the market opportunity 

provided by the influx of their compatriots. I interviewed two American immigrants who 

subleased properties to foreigners who wanted to vacation in Cuenca or were “trying 

out” the city before deciding whether to make a permanent move. They saw an 

opportunity to make money from the increase in the number of people seeking rentals in 

Cuenca. They rented a property in their own name and then subleased it to people who 

wanted temporary or long-term rentals. However, this seems to be a small niche that 
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some Americans are taking advantage of and not a widespread phenomenon, so the 

effect on rental prices is probably minimal.  

Another important influence on real estate prices is bargaining power. It is 

important to remember that bargaining over prices is very much a part of the local 

culture. Whether you purchase food at a mercado, buy a car, or rent an apartment, 

locals expect to negotiate prices. Thus prices can vary significantly as a result of 

bargaining skills. Since the majority of Americans interviewed do not speak Spanish 

fluently or at all, their ability to negotiate prices is negatively affected. Consequently, 

non-Spanish speaking American immigrants may end up paying more to purchase or 

rent a home than locals. Some blogs owned by Americans in Cuenca warn newcomers 

to negotiate and not accept the first price offered to them. Several Americans 

interviewed, especially those who had resided in the city longer and had some Spanish 

fluency, were concerned that some of their compatriots did not do the appropriate 

research and paid whatever price was asked. Many also expressed their concern in 

regards to Cuencanos’ belief that the foreigners in Cuenca, especially Americans, are 

raising housing prices in the city.  

The effect on rental prices depends on a variety of factors such as the availability 

of rental homes and the negotiating skills of each renter. One realtor believed that 

American immigration had an impact on rental prices, albeit small, because some 

Americans did not bother to inform themselves about rental prices in the city. Instead, 

they paid whatever seemed reasonable in comparison to what they would have paid in 

the United States. However, he believes this phenomenon has decreased as a result of 

the proliferation of gringo websites and blogs about Cuenca. 
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Some Cuencanos see the increase in immigration as a challenge in terms of 

housing availability. They fear that if immigration continues to increase, there may not 

be sufficient dwellings available to meet the increase in demand. If demand outpaces 

supply, rental prices would necessarily increase. The local newspaper El Mercurio 

published an article which pointed to the economic benefits of American immigration, 

but also warned about the dangers of an increase in the demand for housing (Sorensen, 

2013). According to Cuenca’s Municipal Control Agency, the number of square meters 

approved for home construction jumped from 752,764 in 2009 to 1,406,000 in 2012 

(“Las Remesas,” 2013). This represents an 87% increase in only three years. It appears 

that construction in the city is booming, but it is hard to determine if the increase in 

supply is enough to meet the demand for housing and thwart the rise in real estate 

prices. However, this could be a factor explaining the perceived increase in the cost of 

building materials. 

The effect of American immigration on housing prices in Cuenca is difficult to 

measure precisely as there is not official data on the number of Americans who 

purchased homes in the city. My research, however, suggests that the idea of the 

majority of Americans purchasing a home in Cuenca seems to be a myth and that their 

impact on housing prices is probably small, as noted by most realtors. Time will tell if in 

the long-run sufficient Americans will emigrate to Cuenca to make housing unaffordable 

and push a significant amount of Cuencanos out of the market. 

Macroeconomic Impact 

 As previously noted, most of the American immigrants in Cuenca are retirees 

who migrated due to economic reasons. Many felt they could enjoy a better quality of 
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life abroad while spending less than in the US. Since the cost of living in the United 

States is higher than in Ecuador, many Americans felt that the amount of money they 

spent locally was low compared to what they were used to spending in the United 

States. Thus, generally the idea was to live better for less. 

 When I asked respondents how they believed the American community was 

impacting Cuenca, many pointed to the positive economic effect of thousands of 

immigrants spending money locally. As one respondent stated, “retail sales must have 

gone up as homes have to be furnished and food must be purchased.” Others believed 

that American immigrants’ relatively high disposable income permits them to travel 

throughout the country and through their spending have a positive impact on the 

national income. 

 Each respondent was asked how much they spent monthly in Cuenca in order to 

estimate how much each American immigrant contributed to the local economy. When 

the person interviewed answered for the couple, the amount was divided by two to get 

an average per capita estimate. According to my results, each American immigrant 

spent an average of $1,096 per month. Thus, by multiplying this average by the lowest 

estimate of Americans currently residing in Cuenca (2,500), over $2.7 million is being 

introduced into the local economy every month. 

 Many respondents claimed that the majority of recent arrivals from the United 

States are economic “refugees.” These economic “refugees” are non-affluent Americans 

who were forced to migrate as a result of a job loss or because they did not have 

sufficient resources to retire in the United States. However, only 27% of those who 

arrived within the last three years claimed they spend less than $1,000 per month. For 
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comparison purposes, $1,000 is more than three times the minimum wage salary of 

Ecuador, which currently is set at $318 (“Tablas de incremento,” 2013). If we classify 

those who spend less than two minimum wages ($636) as an economic “refugee,” then 

only about 15% of the people who arrived within the last three years can be considered 

such.  Obviously, the sample of people interviewed is a small proportion of the 

American community in Cuenca. Nevertheless, based on my interviews it would seem 

that only a relatively small share of recent arrivals could be classified as economic 

“refugees.”  

 Irrespective, many people believed the majority of Americans who arrived 

recently are economic “refugees.” One key informant stated that he has heard from 

representatives of the Ministry of Foreign Relations (MRE) that the economic benefit 

from American immigration is dwindling. According to him, representatives from the 

MRE have noticed the increase in economic “refugees” who do not spend much money 

locally, except for the minimum required to sustain themselves. If this is true, then the 

economic benefit of American immigration, in terms of expenditure, may not be as large 

as my estimates above would suggest.  

Increase in Prices 

 Besides housing prices, many Cuencanos and Americans believe that American 

immigration has contributed to an overall increase in prices in the city. It is hard to know 

how much American immigration contributed to the city’s inflation rate, since no rigorous 

studies have been carried out on this topic. Thus, I can only relate the opinions 

expressed by Ecuadorians and Americans about the impact of American immigration on 

general price levels in Cuenca. 
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First, it is important to consider if the inflation rate of Cuenca is actually higher 

than the national average. According to INEC (2014), Cuenca’s inflation rate in 2013 

stood at 3.46%, which was 0.76% higher than the country as a whole, 2.7% (Reporte 

Mensual, p. 8). For comparison purposes, the inflation rate of the two largest 

Ecuadorian cities, Quito and Guayaquil, in 2013 was 2.99% and 2.94% respectively 

(Reporte Mensual, 2014, p. 8). 

 There are many factors that influence the prices of goods and services, such as 

supply and demand. The idea expressed by those who contend that American 

immigration is responsible for Cuenca’s relatively higher inflation rate is that American 

immigrants have increased the demand for products and services, and that supply has 

not increased sufficiently to meet this new demand. However, the most common 

complaint I heard in my informal conversations with Cuencanos was not about the basic 

elements of supply and demand. Instead, the complaints focused on two issues. The 

first was that some Americans paid whatever was asked of them without negotiating 

prices. The second was that many Americans have the penchant to over tip. The two 

actions supposedly contribute to increasing the price for products and services in 

Cuenca. 

The importance of bargaining has already been explained. Cuenca still has many 

mercados where people can negotiate prices. Because of the language barrier some 

Americans cannot negotiate prices or at least, it makes it more difficult for them to do 

so. Many Americans are accustomed to only shopping at retail supermarkets in the 

United States, which are also available in Cuenca, where prices are set. Hence, many 

do not have experience in bargaining for prices of basic products. 
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 Some Cuencanos complain that the inability of Americans to negotiate prices 

increases it for everyone. The argument is that sales people may get used to selling 

products for a certain price, presumably higher, since some Americans are willing to pay 

whatever they ask. I am skeptical about this argument as it is hard to believe that about 

2,500 American immigrants would have this much economic power in a city with a 

population of around 500,000. Nonetheless, some Cuencanos believe it is indeed 

possible. 

   Some respondents also believed the above argument. In fact, about 17% of 

them affirmed that they believed American immigrants have contributed to the increase 

in prices in Cuenca. Ecuadorian informants also corroborated the view that many of 

their family and friends believe American immigration has contributed to the increase in 

the general price level. However, they also believed that more recent arrivals are better 

informed and research prices more than earlier American immigrants. They attribute this 

to the greater degree of information available on gringo websites or blogs which inform 

Americans regarding local customs and prices for common goods.  

 The second popular complaint was in regards to some American immigrants’ 

penchant to over tip at restaurants or with other service providers. Three key 

Ecuadorian informants mentioned this issue as a common complaint against American 

immigrants in Cuenca. Some Cuencanos argue that when Americans over tip, servers 

tend to prefer to serve gringos rather than locals as they will expect to get a higher tip 

for their service. Cuencanos may receive less attention and an inferior service as a 

result. 
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 In Ecuador, the restaurant bill in mid-level or upscale establishments will include 

a 12% value added tax and a 10% service tax. The service tax presumably covers the 

tip for the server. If an Ecuadorian patron wishes to leave an extra tip, it is usually some 

small change that will not amount to more than a couple of dollars.  

 Some Americans, either because they wish to or because they are unaware of 

local customs, tip servers 15% or more on top of the amount charged by the restaurant. 

Obviously, servers appreciate the extra gratuity. Some Cuencanos resent the extra 

gratuity as they feel it affects services and prices. One American respondent had a 

different theory. She believes that some Cuencanos resent it when Americans tip well 

because “they are screwing with the locals’ game of paying workers low wages.” 

 It is difficult to assess if American immigration has been substantial enough to 

impact Cuenca’s inflation rate. It is plausible to think that in some aspects Americans 

may have increased the costs of certain consumer goods and perhaps, services.  

But it is also hard to substantiate that some Americans’ lack of bargaining skills 

and tendency to over tip has contributed to the increase in prices. However, it is 

important to note the discomfort that these situations can cause locals. It could very well 

be that Cuencanos are blaming the most obvious target, American immigrants, for the 

city’s higher inflation rate. Since many Cuencanos believe that American immigrants are 

better off than they are, it is natural to expect some sort of resentment.  

Many Americans, of course, do not want to overpay for products and services. 

Many locals take advantage of the fact that Americans are unaware of the costs of 

goods and services and charge them more than they would an Ecuadorian. In my 

interviews with Americans, many of them complained about the so called “gringo price.” 
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The biggest complaint was usually against taxi drivers. Thus, the desire to overpay or 

tip is not uniform among all Americans in Cuenca.  

American immigration pumps money into the economy, which is positive in terms 

of greater sales and more demand. It also provides an opportunity for local merchants 

and entrepreneurs to increase their sales and create new businesses. Cuencanos’ 

complaints should not fall on deaf ears, however.  More demand, if not met by 

increased supply, can also lead to inflation. It is especially frustrating when inflation 

increases as a result of consumers’ willingness to pay more for a product or service 

than what is actually worth. It is important to understand and respect local customs and 

to be aware of the costs of goods and services to maximize the benefits that American 

immigration can bring to Cuenca. 

Business Openings 

 The extra revenue poured into the economy as a result of American immigration 

has certainly caught some people’s attention. Businesses geared toward the “gringo” 

community are common throughout the downtown area. Most of these businesses are 

in the food industry such as restaurants or cafés. Although precise data on the number 

of such businesses is unavailable, my interviews suggest that the majority of these are 

either owned by Americans or by Ecuadorians who previously lived in the United States.  

 I interviewed eight individuals who own a restaurant or café in Cuenca. They 

were all native born Americans, with the exception of one who was a native of Ecuador, 

but a naturalized American citizen. All of them said that the increase of American 

immigrants in Cuenca influenced their decision to open their restaurant or café. 

Although they all recognized the importance of American immigrants as a percentage of 
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their clientele, they stated that it was crucial to attract Cuencano clients to thrive in the 

long-term. One respondent affirmed that it was important to establish a relationship with 

Cuencanos as American immigrants are very mobile and may not remain in the city in 

the long-run. Thus, for American business owners the apparent way to be successful in 

Cuenca is to have a mix of Cuencano and American clients. 

 The influx of American immigrants has created an opportunity for real estate 

agencies as well.  Many real estate agents specialize in renting or selling property to 

Americans. One realtor explained that the rental market in Ecuador is complicated as 

there are not specific laws about rentals and those that exist are not very clear. 

According to her, many Cuencanos do not like to rent properties to Ecuadorians. Once 

Cuenca became popular with foreigners, rental properties became more available in the 

market. Thus, she was hired to manage these rental properties geared to foreigners and 

other agencies are doing similarly. 

 The effect of American immigration on businesses seems to be very selective. 

Restaurants and real estate agencies appear to have benefited most as a result of the 

increase in demand for their services. Immigration lawyers, doctors, dentists, and other 

service providers who speak English have also probably benefitted from the increase in 

American immigration. Since most Americans in Cuenca do not have cars, 

transportation services such as taxis may have seen their business volume increase as 

well. 

However, both the Vice-President of the Chamber of Commerce and the 

Executive Director of the Ecuadorian American Chamber of Commerce in Cuenca do 

not think that American immigration has had a substantial impact in terms of business 
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creation in the city.  They believe Americans do support the local economy by spending 

their incomes, but the business environment has not been substantially transformed 

either positively or negatively as a result of American immigration. Most local 

businesses have continued to focus their efforts on Ecuadorians. In some cases, such 

as banks, businesses have sought to hire people who speak English, but that seems to 

be about as far as local businesses have gone to cater to Americans. 

Financial Investments 

 Americans do not appear to be investing in Cuenca, with a couple of exceptions. 

The first group is those who purchase their homes, which obviously is an investment. 

The second group is those Americans who put some of their money in Ecuadorian 

certificate of deposits (CD) or savings accounts.  

 I did not expect to find many Americans placing their money in financial 

institutions in Ecuador. The main reason is that Ecuador experienced a major financial 

crisis in 1999 which ultimately resulted in the country adopting the US dollar as their 

official currency. Despite the country’s recent history of financial instability, some 

Americans apparently do not feel weary of investing in the Ecuadorian financial system. 

 About 50% of interview participants had a savings account and/or a CD in 

Cuenca. Most of them seemed to prefer to invest in CDs or savings accounts through 

Cooperativas, which is similar to a credit union in the United States. Participants stated 

that they were attracted to the cooperativa because their interest rates tended to be 

higher than what the banks offered.  

 By putting money in local financial institutions, Americans contribute to the 

increase in credit availability in the country. Theoretically, the increase in deposits can 



 

80 

be used by financial institutions to lend money to individuals or local businesses. In turn, 

the money borrowed could be used by individuals to purchase a house or start a 

business. Business owners can use loans to expand their own operations and hire new 

workers. The bottom line is that Americans contribute to such possibilities by putting 

their money in local financial institutions.   

I doubt, however, that many of them invest all of their savings locally. Based on 

their testimonials, it seems that most put some of their money in local financial 

institutions in order to get a decent return, but do not deposit large amounts. Except for 

those who had an official investor’s visa, and by law need to maintain $25,000 in a CD 

for one year, most of the respondents mentioned that their deposits were not significant 

enough to put them in danger of bankruptcy in case they lost it.  

While I was doing my research in Cuenca a scandal erupted involving a local 

financial institution called “Coopera.” The cooperative was liquidated in June, 2013, as a 

result of a government investigation which found inconsistencies in the company’s 

financial statements and potential illegal activities such as money laundering (“Coopera 

entra,” 2013; “Superintendencia cierra,” 2013). Many Americans had invested in 

Coopera because of the relatively high interest rates offered by the company. One 

respondent reported that he had a CD account in Coopera which paid 10.5% interest 

per year. For comparison purposes, according to the website of the Ecuadorian Central 

Bank, the average yearly interest rate for a fixed income account is 5.35% for a period 

longer than 361 days (“Tasas de interés,” 2013).  

According to one popular gringo website in Cuenca, Cuenca High Life, as many 

as 300 North Americans had accounts in Coopera (“Large Coopera,” 2013). However, 
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there is no official government information regarding the number of Americans who had 

accounts with Coopera. I asked respondents if they had an account with Coopera, and 

over 18% had at least one account and of these, two people had more than $10,000 

deposited. Most had less than $10,000 and expected to get their money back without a 

problem. As of December 2013, the government has returned a total of $35 million to 

those depositors who had deposits up to $10,000, which represented 99% of all 

accounts (“Coopera se quedó,” 2013). The two respondents who had more than 

$10,000 were still attempting to get their money back. 

It will be interesting to see if Americans who have invested in financial accounts 

in Cuenca will continue to do so as a result of the Coopera scandal. Future American 

immigrants will likely hear about it, and may not choose to put their money in local 

financial institutions as a result. It is rational to expect that some Americans will refrain 

from investing in financial accounts fearing similar outcomes. As mentioned in Chapter 

4, many respondents were hurt by the 2007 financial crisis in the United States and 

have a deep mistrust of the financial industry.  

The American influence in the Ecuadorian financial sector is likely small as most 

of them are retirees who receive their pensions in US banks. It is unlikely that many of 

them are risking the bulk of their assets in Ecuadorian financial institutions. However 

small it may be, it is still a positive development for Cuenca that some of them are 

investing in Ecuadorian assets. If American migration to Cuenca continues, the city will 

benefit from having more financial resources at its disposal.  
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“Questionable” Investments 

A key American informant who has lived in Cuenca for the last ten years 

explained that as more Americans move to Cuenca, other individuals also arrive in the 

city to take advantage of this phenomenon. According to him, some individuals do not 

have good intentions and want to take advantage of Americans, especially retirees, who 

are not completely familiar with the local investment environment and may be easy 

targets. He goes on to say, “Wherever you find Americans, the snake oil salesman rears 

his ugly head.” 

During the interviews, some respondents mentioned the presence of some 

individuals of dubious character who presented investment opportunities to American 

immigrants in Cuenca. One common “questionable” investment opportunity is in gold 

mines. The way it works is that an investor is to put some money upfront and once the 

mine starts producing, he or she is to get gold in return. One realtor said that he had a 

couple of clients who had invested in gold mines, but he did not know the results. 

Another respondent related how two men had collected over $1 million from investors, 

but then refused to show the gold mine to those investors who wanted to see it. The 

gold mine investment story was mentioned a few times by respondents as well as key 

informants, but I did not interview anyone who had invested in such an endeavor, thus I 

cannot confirm this phenomenon and its severity. 

Some respondents blame the inexperience of American immigrants for their 

vulnerability to scammers. As a 66-year-old retiree respondent explained, “some people 

act like they are leaving Topeka, Kansas for the first time.” His point is that some 

Americans who move to Cuenca do not have much travel experience outside the United 
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States. Another respondent claimed that he met American immigrants in Cuenca who 

never had a passport before they moved to the city. Although an inexperienced traveler 

may be an easier target, anybody can fall victim to scammers. So if there are Americans 

who have been tricked into bad investments, it is very likely that both experienced and 

inexperienced travelers were targets. It could also harm Ecuadorians as there is no 

reason to believe that scam artists will only target American immigrants. If American 

scammers do exist in Cuenca as some respondents claim, it could potentially affect the 

American community’s image as government officials will likely be called to investigate 

such issues. 

 “Ugly Americans” 

 The famous novel, The Ugly American, written by Eugene Burdick and William 

Lederer, is a fictional story based on the US government’s involvement in Southeast 

Asia.  In the book, a Burmese journalist called U Maung Swe asserts that, “A mysterious 

change seems to come over Americans when they go to a foreign land. They isolate 

themselves socially. They live pretentiously. They are loud and ostentatious” (Burdick & 

Lederer, 1958, p. 145). The latter point is the one I will explore in this section as the 

issue of “ugly Americans” has become significant in Cuenca. 

 Since the book was published many people began to refer to Americans who 

misbehave abroad as “ugly Americans.”   Respondents reported many stories in regards 

to the inappropriate behavior displayed by some American immigrants. Both American 

and Ecuadorian key informants spontaneously mentioned the problem of ugly 

Americans in Cuenca.  
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 About one-fourth of respondents mentioned that they had heard about cases of 

ugly Americans in Cuenca and were concerned about how it may reflect on the image of 

the overall community. Most of the cases involved Americans being rude, loud, and/or 

culturally insensitive.  The stories also focused on American arrogance and a lack of 

understanding of their new surroundings.  

Another problem is that some Americans expect Cuencanos to speak English. I 

have mentioned previously how few respondents spoke Spanish fluently. The 

combination of a new culture and lack of fluency in the local language can be frustrating 

for American immigrants. One key informant recounted an anecdote of an American 

banging on a teller’s window and asking, “Why can’t you people speak English?” One of 

the Ecuadorian realtors explained that many of her clients expected Cuencanos to 

speak English fluently. Needless to say, it is naïve for some Americans to think that the 

majority of people in Cuenca speak English fluently. 

The incidents involving ugly Americans have caught the attention of the Ministry 

of Foreign Relations (MRE). Two business owners who participated in the interviews 

stated that they were approached by the Director of the MRE in Cuenca to discuss the 

incidents involving ugly Americans. According to them, the Ministry was concerned 

about the increase of such incidents and how it may affect the relationship between 

Cuencanos and Americans. One of the business owners said he heard from the 

Ministry’s representatives that not a day goes by when they do not receive complaints 

regarding gringos.  

This same business owner was invited by the MRE to become part of a 

committee composed of Americans and Cuencanos. The committee’s objective is to 
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find solutions to decrease the potential of conflict between Cuencanos and Americans. 

The ideas developed by the committee may be adopted by the MRE in an attempt to 

decrease the cases of ugly Americans in Cuenca. 

A key informant suggested that the problem of ugly Americans arises from the 

fact that many of those who have arrived recently from the United States are economic 

refugees. When he initially moved to Cuenca, in 2003, most of the Americans he met 

were experienced travelers with an open mind and a real interest in the local culture. 

However, now he sees many Americans who are motivated to move to the city strictly 

for economic reasons and without any real interest in learning about or adapting to the 

local culture. This theory was shared by a few other respondents as well. 

Moreover, economic refugees may not adapt to Cuenca’s lifestyle, and 

eventually return to the United States. One informant who has lived in the city for over 

four years estimates that out of 100 American immigrants who move to Cuenca, 40 will 

leave within two years. He attributes this pattern to a lack of cultural understanding and 

to the desire of many immigrants to replicate life in the United States for less money. 

However, Cuenca is culturally different from the United States. Some things, such as 

the pace of life, do not resemble the United States. In order to be happy in Cuenca, 

American immigrants must accept the local culture and Cuencanos’ way of life. 

Another informant who works as real estate agent believes many Americans 

were unhappy in the United States and heard about the advantages of life in Cuenca 

through the media. Many of them decided to emigrate because they thought they could 

be happy somewhere else. However, these immigrants may find other things that can 
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make them miserable in Cuenca, such as noise and a slower pace of life. This 

realization causes frustration and anger which increases the cases of ugly Americans. 

The cases of ugly Americans have created a situation sufficient that the MRE has 

felt it necessary to reach out to American business owners to come up with solutions to 

the problem. Most respondents affirmed that the majority of American immigrants were 

good and polite people who were sincerely interested in the local culture and behaved 

well in the city. I did not hear of any extreme cases of animosity between Americans 

and Cuencanos and the relationship seems to be generally good. The exceptions are 

the cases of ugly Americans discussed above. Many times the exception becomes the 

rule and the American community does not want to be viewed as rude and disrespectful 

to locals.  

Cultural 

 People who migrate to foreign countries bring with them practices and customs 

that are common to their native homeland. Americans are no different in this regard. 

Cuencanos were already exposed to ideas and consumption patterns from the United 

States even before Americans began settling in their city through tourism, the media, 

and migration. Therefore, American culture is not completely foreign to Cuencanos. 

As many other places in the world, Cuenca has naturally adopted some 

American cultural and consumption patterns. Local teenagers listen to American artists 

and are fully aware of the latest cultural trends in the United States. The city has 

restaurant chains, such as Kentucky Fried Chicken, Burger King, and McDonald’s, 

which originated in the United States. American television channels are also available to 

Cuencanos who sign up for cable service. These ideas and consumption patterns were 
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introduced not only by the media and entrepreneurs, but also by Cuencanos who 

migrated to the United States and frequently return to visit their relatives and friends. 

Americans who move to Cuenca come from a variety of backgrounds and from 

different parts of the United States. Since the majority are seniors, they are usually 

retired and with plenty of free time to engage in a wide range of activities. Many 

respondents declared that they were engaged in a range of activities, including local 

cultural activities. One respondent stated that “there are so many free cultural activities 

in Cuenca.”  

In my interview with the Vice-President of the Cuenca Chamber of Commerce, 

he mentioned that American immigration was extremely beneficial to the cultural 

activities in Cuenca. According to him, before Americans began migrating to the city, the 

cultural activities were in financial trouble due to a lack of attendance. After American 

immigration increased, the cultural events attracted larger crowds and thrived. 

Other informants mentioned that the increase of American immigration to Cuenca 

has pushed local authorities to improve the conditions of parks and improve security 

around common areas. One American business owner interviewed stated that the park 

where her café is located used to be dirty and abandoned. Once she opened her 

business and the café became popular among Americans and other gringos, the city 

cleaned up the park and it became more secure for everyone. As she stated, “American 

immigration has inspired Cuenca to maintain and improve its infrastructure.”  

As already mentioned, the local media has widely disseminated Cuenca’s 

desirable features. Locals are proud of the nickname “Athens of Ecuador.” According to 

some respondents, once Americans arrived in the city and started to participate in 
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cultural activities, authorities realized the importance of the city’s image. Thus, local 

authorities improved the city’s common areas such as parks and sidewalks. Recently, 

city officials initiated a major effort to increase the sidewalk space, rebuild major parks, 

and are in the process of building a light-weight tram system (“Mejorarán las veredas,” 

2013; Clavijo, 2013; Castillo, 2013). While it is uncertain if American immigration had 

any direct impact on these decisions, some people seemed to think so.  

Volunteer Activities 

In the interviews, some respondents mentioned the volunteer work in which they 

are engaged as another example of the positive impact of American immigration. The 

volunteer activity that came up most often was an initiative to neuter stray dogs that 

roam the city. It is common to see many dogs roam free around Cuenca and a few 

Americans expressed their concern for the animals’ safety. Thus, some American 

immigrants decided to raise funds to catch and neuter stray dogs.  

Several respondents also mentioned the Hearts of Gold Foundation in Cuenca. 

The foundation was created by a couple from Canada with the goal to “provide tools, 

education and resources necessary to break the cycle of poverty” (“What We Do,” 

2013). Many Americans donate to the organization and are engaged in its philanthropic 

activities. The foundation is engaged in a variety of projects such as infrastructure and 

home improvement, child sponsorship, and a drive to collect uniform and school 

supplies. Respondents cited the foundation as a testament of the positive impact of 

American immigration to Cuenca. 

Other respondents also mentioned that they were involved in church groups. As 

part of the church group, they were involved in volunteer activities and donation drives 
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to help poor Cuencanos. A few mentioned that they volunteered in hospitals and other 

organizations teaching English.  

Volunteer work is a good way for Americans to integrate into the local 

community. Although many do not speak Spanish fluently, it is still possible to work as a 

volunteer or to donate money to worthy causes. It also helps Cuencanos and Americans 

learn about each other and develop as a bi-cultural community. The volunteer work on 

the part of many Americans is definitely a positive contribution to Cuenca. 

Concluding Thoughts on the Impact of American Immigration to Cuenca 

 It is difficult to assess the full impact of American immigration to Cuenca, 

particularly, since this immigration pattern is relatively recent. The great majority of 

American immigrants in my sample have resided in Cuenca for less than three years, 

with a substantial share having moved to the city within the last year.  

Since Americans compose an extremely small part of the population in Cuenca, 

their impact may be marginal and therefore particularly hard to measure. Nonetheless, it 

is important to understand the nature of it since positive impacts should be encouraged, 

while the negative ones must be corrected to maximize the future benefit of this 

immigration pattern. 

In this chapter, I examined the impact of American immigration on real estate 

prices and on macroeconomic variables such as monthly expenditures, the potential 

increase in prices, business openings, financial investments, and “questionable” 

investments. I also analyzed the case of ugly Americans in Cuenca. Finally, I examined 

the cultural impact of American immigration on the city and how volunteer activities are 

a positive way for Americans to contribute to Cuenca.  
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To sum up, with respect to real estate prices my results show that only a minority 

of Americans purchased their homes in Cuenca. The real estate agents interviewed 

acknowledged some impact of American immigration on real estate prices, but claimed 

the impact was very small. They all considered that returning Ecuadorians from abroad, 

mainly from the United States and Spain, had a much bigger influence on home prices.  

The interviews also suggest that the number of Americans who rent is much 

higher than those who buy; the ratio seems to be four to one. Realtors also believe the 

impact on rentals prices has been marginal. If prices have gone up, it is because some 

Americans do not negotiate prices as much as they should and accept whatever the 

landlord asks for the rental property. However, one realtor believes that the increase in 

gringo websites and personal blogs about living in Cuenca has decreased the tendency 

for Americans to overpay for rentals.  

Nonetheless, some local newspapers have shown concern about the increase in 

the demand for homes and how this can impact prices. They conclude that an increase 

in American immigration presents a challenge in terms of housing and city officials must 

be attentive to possible negative outcomes. Their concern is that supply must increase 

at the same rate as demand in order for prices to remain stable. 

With respect to the impact on the local economy, I estimated that each expat 

spends an average of $1,096 monthly meaning that American immigration contributes 

over $2.7 million per month to the local economy. While this figure is not insignificant, 

the magnitude entailed depends on the composition of immigrants and how many have 

high disposable income. 
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Many respondents claim that the majority of recent American arrivals are 

economic refugees. My research result does not support this theory. Nonetheless, some 

respondents claim that the economic benefit of American immigration may be waning as 

a result of an increase in economic refugees. 

Many respondents also believed that American immigration has contributed to 

Cuenca’s inflation rate. Cuencanos complaints focus on some Americans lack of 

bargaining skills and penchant to over tip. They assume that these actions contribute to 

the increase in relative prices. I am not fully convinced this is the case since it is unclear 

how many American immigrants do not bargain and/or over tip. Furthermore, many 

Americans complain about the higher prices they are charged just because they are 

foreigners and do not want to overpay for products and services. If American 

immigration is having a significant impact on the inflation rate, it could also be an 

unintended consequence of local merchants charging them higher prices. 

A positive effect of American immigration is the opening of new businesses since 

it generates employment and provides income to local workers. I interviewed eight 

American citizens who owned a business in Cuenca. They had a significant expatriate 

clientele, but recognized it was also important to attract Cuencano clients if they wanted 

their business to thrive. The businesses which seemed to benefit the most from catering 

to expats are concentrated in two sectors: food services and real estate. Both the Vice-

President of the Chamber of Commerce and the Executive Director of the Ecuadorian 

American Chamber of Commerce in Cuenca considered that American immigration had 

a small impact on the opening of new businesses. Therefore, the overall benefit in terms 

of business and job creations seems to be small.  
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Surprisingly a considerable share of respondents invested in CDs and/or savings 

account in Cuenca. Most of these investments were in Cooperativas. The majority of 

respondents affirmed they were attracted by the high interest rates, but did not put all of 

their assets in Ecuadorian financial institutions. The impact of American immigration on 

the financial sector appears to be small as most respondents were retired and had the 

bulk of their assets in financial institutions in the United States.  

The most obvious negative impact is the case of ugly Americans. The incidents 

have become infamous in the community and have caught the attention of the MRE. 

The incidents typically occur out of ignorance with regards to local customs and out of 

frustration as result of some Americans’ inability to speak Spanish. Some blame the 

increase of economic refugees who moved to the city solely for its perceived economic 

benefits. Although every respondent confirmed that most American immigrants behave 

well, are polite to locals, and enjoy their lives in Cuenca, they were concerned about 

how these incidents can affect the community’s image. The cases of ugly Americans 

are detrimental to the relationship between Americans and Cuencanos and are a 

negative consequence of American immigration in the city.  

The cultural impact is subject to interpretation. Cuencanos were already 

accustomed to or at least knowledgeable of American culture, due to the American 

influence around the world through media and cultural events, and of Ecuadorian 

migration to the United States. Ecuadorians who return to visit or resettle permanently 

come with American ideals and customs which they transmit to their families and 

friends.  
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The Ecuadorian key informants believed that American immigration helps cultural 

exchange, which further enhances cooperation and understanding between the two 

cultures. It also prepares Cuencanos to better integrate in a globalized world. Some 

also consider American immigration as beneficial to supporting local cultural events 

since American immigrants tend to be retired with more time to enjoy such events. 

Hence, their impact has been positive in this sense.  

Other respondents believed that American immigration and all the attention 

Cuenca has received recently has inspired locals to maintain and improve their 

infrastructure. Many parks and sidewalks have been improved in order to stimulate 

residents to exercise and engage in leisure activities.  While these changes cannot be 

solely attributed to the American presence, several respondents seemed to do so. 

Finally, American immigrants contribute to the local economy and society through 

their engagement in volunteer activities. The engagement of American immigrants is a 

way for them to integrate into the local community while doing something beneficial to 

others. This is certainly a positive impact of American immigration. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
 The emigration of American citizens to other countries in search of a better 

quality of life is a fairly new phenomenon worthy of exploration. This is not to say that 

Americans did not emigrate to other countries in the past, since they could be found in 

many other parts of the world, having migrated because of work, to follow loved ones or 

in search of adventure. What distinguishes the current wave of migration seems to be 

its magnitude and perhaps that a not inconsequential share of the recent American 

emigrants are being pushed out of the US as economic refugees and/or are motivated 

to leave because of disenchantment with the US. 

It is important to note that the emigration of Americans to Cuenca, Ecuador does 

not seem to fit the typical explanations of conventional migration theories. These 

immigrants are usually seniors who want to enjoy their lives, which is contrary to the 

typical migrant’s motivation to emigrate. Most of the American immigrants in Cuenca are 

not migrating in search of job opportunities and did not rely on friends and family to 

provide a migration network which would ease their transition in their new adopted city. 

Perhaps, it is appropriate to classify this migration pattern as a subset of conventional 

migration theory in which migrants are searching for a better quality of life, but not 

necessarily because they lack opportunities in their native country, but because they are 

seeking a more pleasurable life for a lower cost. 

 The aim of my research was to understand the characteristics of American 

immigrants to Cuenca and their impact upon the city. Drawing upon semi-structured 

interviews with a snow ball sample of 30 respondents and 6 key informants, the goal 

was to paint a general picture of the American community.  
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Some of my research findings are similar to those of other studies of American 

immigrants in other Latin American cities. However, the characteristics of American 

immigrants to Cuenca and their motivations for migration also differ in some important 

ways from those who migrated to Mexico or Panama in previous decades.  

As other researchers have found elsewhere in Latin America, the American 

immigrants in Cuenca are mostly seniors who are retired or close to retirement age 

(Croucher, 2009; McWatters, 2009; Morales & Castro, 2008). In general, they arrive 

with little Spanish fluency, if any. They are mostly Caucasians with some university 

education and at least a high school degree. The bulk of respondents had been living in 

the city for three years or less and did not own the homes they lived in. 

 Economic factors are the main motivation behind the immigration of Americans to 

Cuenca, as found in previous studies of American immigration in Latin America 

(Croucher, 2009; McWatters, 2009; Morales & Castro, 2008). The main difference with 

previous studies may be the not an insignificant share of Americans in my sample who 

migrated because they were negatively affected by the financial crisis of 2007. Some 

lost their jobs at an advanced age and could not find another one as the recession 

dragged on. Others found that they could not live in the United States on only their 

retirement pension and decided to move to wherever their reduced incomes would allow 

them a decent quality of life. The term “economic refugee” was frequently used by 

respondents to describe those who had no other choice than to emigrate from the US. 

I also found that many American immigrants in Cuenca had become 

disenchanted with the United States, for both economic and political reasons, serving as 

another motivation to move abroad. Complaints about economic problems such as 
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unemployment and the bailout of Wall Street were common. Some immigrants strongly 

criticized the policies of former President Bush and current President Obama. Almost 

half of the respondents felt they were “pushed” from the United States. This is an 

important finding as it shows that many Americans emigrated not just to get more “bang 

for their buck,” but because they were unsatisfied with their lives in the United States. It 

was surprising to discover that many Americans are extremely pessimistic about the 

future of their native country and happy to leave it behind. 

Although most American immigrants are retired or close to retirement age and 

did not migrate to work, some migrated to open their own business. They considered it 

difficult to open a business in the United States and believed that Cuenca provided 

them with a good opportunity. Most of them had businesses in the food service industry 

and had a significant expatriate clientele. All of the respondents who were business 

owners, with the exception of two, had previously traveled or lived in Ecuador and 

opened a business in Cuenca to take advantage of the lower startup costs. They were 

also attracted by the influx of Americans and other expatriates to the city.  

While the media has also influenced traditional migration patterns, it appears to 

have adopted a new role in the case of American immigration to Cuenca. It is interesting 

that many American immigrants in Cuenca relied on new media outlets, such as 

websites and blogs, to inform themselves about the city and the benefits of moving 

there. Some respondents contacted Americans who were already living in Cuenca 

through blogs, while others joined Facebook pages such as “Cuenca for Expats.” It 

seems that these media outlets substituted the traditional role of migration networks in 
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providing potential migrants with the social capital needed to make the decision to 

emigrate.  

American immigrants in Cuenca seem to live a transnational life, instead of 

assimilating to the local culture. Whether because most of them have little Spanish 

fluency or because they tend to be retired seniors, American immigrants appear content 

with their transnational life and few will likely assimilate to the local culture. Most of them 

maintain their financial investments in the US and retain their social connections from 

their native country. Although they enjoy the local culture, Americans preserve their 

traditional culture and ideals. It is also important to recognize that many of these 

immigrants considered other locales to live before migrating to Cuenca. Thus, some of 

them may leave Cuenca once the “experimental” phase ends. Therefore, the case of 

American immigrants in Cuenca is not one of assimilation, but rather of 

transnationalism. 

While many rejected the idea of living a cultural enclave, most American 

immigrants appear to live in one. Respondents claimed to enjoy local cultural activities 

and praised the city they live in, but their friendships tend to be with other Americans 

and their social activities usually revolved around events geared towards their 

community. Most respondents were fully aware of the local gringo “hangouts” and many 

attended these establishments frequently. Those who had some Spanish fluency 

mentioned that they had some Cuencano friends or at least tried to reach out to them. 

However, some of them claimed that locals were too family oriented, which made 

personal relationships between Americans and Cuencanos more difficult.  Whether it is 

intended or not, Americans in Cuenca appear to live in a cultural enclave. 
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The second part of my research was to measure the impact thus far of American 

immigration on the city. This is a somewhat challenging task since American 

immigration is still a recent phenomenon and the size of the American community is still 

relatively small. In addition, many of the impacts that are often attributed to American 

immigration, such as an increase in the price of real estate and of the general cost of 

living, may be due largely to the impact of international remittances and to the large 

number of Ecuadorian return migrants from the United States and Spain. Nonetheless, 

it was important to my project to evaluate the potentially positive and negative impacts 

of American immigration on the city of Cuenca. 

Overall, the impact of American immigration on real estate prices and 

macroeconomic variables seems to be small. Contrary to the belief of many people in 

Cuenca, the overwhelming majority of American immigrants rent their homes, instead of 

purchasing one. While there surely has been some impact on prices, its magnitude 

cannot be as significant as some Cuencanos claim. The city has seen an influx in recent 

years of not only American immigrants, but also of returning Ecuadorians from abroad. 

Thus, it appears that a combination of factors is responsible for the increase in real 

estate prices and the rising cost of living. If American immigration continues, it is 

possible that the impact of immigrants may become more substantial and present 

serious challenges in terms of housing and overall price affordability.  

Many Cuencanos believe that Americans contribute to an increased cost of living 

by not bargaining and by paying whatever price is asked. Some Cuencanos also accuse 

Americans of over tipping servers in restaurants. They felt that some Americans’ 

inability to bargain and the penchant to over tip increased the prices of products and 
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services in the city. It is unclear if these actions alone have contributed to the reported 

increase in prices in Cuenca. 

Americans do not appear to have made many investments in Cuenca. The 

exceptions are those who have purchased their home and/or invested some of their 

money in certificate of deposits (CD) or savings accounts. Although the impact of these 

investments on the local economy is likely small, American immigration contributes 

indirectly to the increase in credit availability in the city. Financial institutions can use the 

additional funds to lend money to individuals and local businesses which, in turn, will 

benefit the overall economy.  

It may be worthwhile for the Ecuadorian government to provide incentives to the 

American community to invest more in Cuenca. An important percentage of my sample 

opened a business in Cuenca and others may be willing to do so as well. However, 

some may be hesitant to open a business because of the difficulty of navigating the 

local bureaucracy and/or a lack of Spanish fluency. The government, through the 

Cuenca Chamber of Commerce or other organizations, could set up information 

sessions of how to open a business in the city and offer free legal consultation to assist 

in the process. American investments in businesses probably will have a greater effect 

on job creation than simply putting money in a CD for a year. By opening businesses, 

Americans will hire Cuencanos, buy products and services from local providers, and pay 

business taxes. Hence, the local government should consider the possibility of reaching 

out to those American immigrants who may be willing to open businesses in Cuenca. 

Turning to social and cultural factors, the cases of “ugly Americans” are causing 

discomfort in the American community as wells as among locals. According to 
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respondents, most of the cases involve Americans being rude, loud, and/or culturally 

insensitive. The combination of a new culture and little Spanish fluency, if any, seems to 

frustrate some American immigrants and lead them to misbehave. There is some worry 

that these episodes will affect the generally cordial relationship between Cuencanos 

and expatriates. It was interesting to find that the Ministry of Foreign Relations (MRE) is 

attentive to the cases of ugly Americans and has created a committee composed of 

Americans and Cuencanos to develop new ideas to circumvent such incidences. 

The most clearly positive impact of American immigration to Cuenca is the 

engagement of some Americans in volunteer activities. It constitutes a way for 

Cuencanos and Americans to work together to improve the city they live in. Some 

Ecuadorian key informants also consider that American immigration is beneficial in 

supporting and sustaining local cultural activities.  

One of the main contributions of this thesis has been to provide a description of 

the American community in Cuenca based on a sample of respondents willing to 

participate in semi-structured interviews. A limitation of the thesis is that I was unable to 

draw a representative sample of respondents, given the lack of a census of American 

immigrants residing in Cuenca. Therefore, the results constitute a snapshot of the 

American community that may or may not accurately represent the community as a 

whole. My findings, however, regarding the main characteristics of my sample conform 

to my prior expectations, the reports of key informants, and are generally similar, as 

noted earlier, to findings in other American retirement destinations in Latin America. 

This study was only focused on Cuenca and it may also be worthwhile to study 

American immigration to other Ecuadorian towns such as Otavalo and Vilcabamba. 
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While the number of Americans residing in the various locales of destination in Ecuador 

is unknown, their concentrations in these two places may be substantial enough to merit 

future research. The American immigrants in these cities may have different 

characteristics and motivations to migrate. These cities have smaller populations and 

are less developed, so the impact of American immigration may be greater depending 

on their relative numbers. 

I focused my research on American immigrants, but there are immigrants from 

many other developed countries in Ecuador and Cuenca, in particular. If the number of 

Canadians or Germans increases substantially, it may be valuable to study these 

nationalities individually for comparison purposes. There are also a significant number 

of Colombians and Peruvians residing in Cuenca and their impact on the city may be 

different as they usually migrate looking for work. It could be worthwhile to study their 

impact on the city, and specifically, in the labor market as well.  

The case of American immigration to Cuenca is only a small part of the overall 

story of international migration. However, it represents part of a new movement where 

citizens from traditionally migrant-receiving countries emigrate to traditionally sending 

countries. It is a fascinating development that needs more investigation to determine its 

magnitude and if this migration pattern will continue once the economic situation in 

developed countries improves. As time passes and additional studies are conducted, 

we should know more about how this migration pattern impacts receiving communities. 

Most importantly, more research will allow receiving communities to better understand 

these immigrants’ characteristics and should assist policy makers in minimizing the 

negative consequences and maximizing the positive impacts. 
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