
 

 

 

 

Travel Insurance Medical Cover Compared 
 
Medical cover is the bit of travel insurance that actually matters when things go properly sideways. 
Lost luggage is annoying. A £70,000 to £124,000 overseas medical bill is a financial ambush. The ABI 
says the main reason for travel insurance is emergency overseas medical treatment and repatriation, 
which can run into tens or even hundreds of thousands of pounds. It gives examples including 
treatment and repatriation from Spain costing £124,000 and a Covid-related case in Cyprus costing 
£70,000.  
 

What travel insurance medical cover usually means 
 
Medical cover in travel insurance is mainly there to pay for emergency medical and surgical 
treatment abroad if you become ill or are injured while away. MoneyHelper says a good policy 
should include cover for emergency medical and surgical treatment, while the ABI says typical 
medical features include hospital charges, ambulance fees, repatriation back to the UK, and in some 
cases reasonable transport or accommodation costs for a relative or friend if needed.  
 
That means medical cover is not just “hospital bills.” Stronger policies can also include getting you 
home, arranging medical transport, and helping manage the practical chaos that follows a serious 
illness or accident abroad. This is where two policies that both say “medical cover included” can turn 
out to be very different products once you look under the bonnet.  
 

The main things medical cover should include 
 
A decent travel insurance policy should usually provide cover for: 

 emergency medical treatment abroad  
 hospital stays and related charges  
 ambulance costs where needed  
 emergency repatriation to the UK  
 24-hour medical assistance support  
 sometimes extra accommodation or travel costs for a companion or escort.  

 
The ABI sets out those kinds of features clearly, and MoneyHelper also treats medical expenses and 
repatriation as core “must have” elements rather than nice extras. In plain terms, the real 
comparison is usually not whether medical cover exists, but how much cover is provided, how broad 
the wording is, and what the exclusions do to it when you actually need it.  
 

Medical cover limits compared 
 
This is where policies start to separate. MoneyHelper says a good policy should offer £1 million or 
more for travel to Europe and £2 million or more for the USA. That gives a useful benchmark: low-



 

 

limit cover might technically exist, but it may not be strong enough for expensive 
destinations or serious claims.  
 
In practical terms, higher medical limits are generally better, especially for destinations with 
expensive private healthcare or for longer trips where the chance of needing treatment is simply 
higher. Compare the Market notes that cover for pre-existing conditions and travel to places with 
costly private healthcare, such as the USA or Hong Kong, can be more expensive. That is another clue 
that cheap-looking policies can become poor value if the medical limit is too light for the destination.  
 

Europe medical cover vs worldwide medical cover 
 
Travel insurance medical cover for Europe is often cheaper because some healthcare support may 
be available through the UK GHIC or UK EHIC system, but that does not remove the need for travel 
insurance. The NHS says the UK GHIC is not a replacement for travel insurance and specifically 
advises travellers to have private travel and medical insurance for the duration of the trip.  
 
That matters because GHIC or EHIC access is limited. It can help with state-provided healthcare in 
participating countries, but it does not replace private medical insurance, repatriation cover, 
cancellation cover, or the wider support structure of a proper travel policy. So even in Europe, 
stronger travel medical cover is still the smarter setup rather than relying on the card and hoping for 
the best.  
 

Emergency cover vs routine or non-urgent treatment 
 
One of the biggest misunderstandings is thinking medical cover means any treatment you happen to 
want abroad will be paid for. MoneyHelper says treatment that can wait until you return home 
would not usually be covered according to medical opinion. That is a major dividing line. Travel 
insurance is there for emergencies and urgent treatment, not for routine care or elective decisions 
you could safely deal with back in the UK.  
 
So stronger medical cover does not necessarily mean “everything medical.” It usually means 
stronger protection for unexpected emergency treatment, not a blank cheque for all healthcare 
while travelling. That is an important distinction, because disappointment often starts where 
assumptions outrun the policy wording.  
 

Standard medical cover vs cover for pre-existing conditions 
 
This is one of the biggest practical comparisons in the whole market. Standard medical cover is 
usually aimed at new, unexpected illness or injury that arises during the trip. Cover involving pre-
existing medical conditions is a different beast and must normally be declared. MoneyHelper says 
all existing medical conditions need to be declared when buying travel insurance and warns not to 
assume something is covered if you are unsure. The ABI makes the same point and says insurers 
need full details of pre-existing conditions, including those awaiting treatment or diagnosis.  
 
Compare the Market is equally blunt: if you do not declare a pre-existing condition, the policy will 
likely be voided for related claims, potentially leaving you to fund the bill yourself. So when 



 

 

comparing travel medical cover, one of the most important questions is not just 
“how much cover is there?” but “does it actually include my declared health 
situation?”  
 

Medical cover with no declared conditions vs specialist medical travel cover 
 
For travellers with no relevant medical history, standard policies may be enough. For travellers with 
serious or ongoing conditions, the better comparison is often between standard travel insurance and 
specialist medical travel insurance. MoneyHelper has a travel insurance directory specifically for 
people who need specialist cover because medical conditions can make insurance harder to obtain.  
 
That means stronger medical cover is not always about the biggest headline number. Sometimes the 
best policy is the one that properly accepts and prices the medical risk instead of excluding half of it. 
A bargain policy that refuses the claim is not a bargain. It is admin in a trench coat.  
 

Medical assistance services compared 
 
Some policies do more than just reimburse bills. The ABI says travel insurance may include a 24-hour 
assistance helpline to offer support and advice about treatment. That can be hugely valuable when 
you are ill, in another country, possibly half-conscious, and trying to navigate a healthcare system 
you do not understand.  
 
So when comparing medical cover, it is worth looking beyond the claim limit and checking whether 
the policy includes practical support such as emergency helplines, case management, help arranging 
hospitals, and repatriation coordination. Those services are not just nice packaging. In a serious 
claim, they can be the difference between managed chaos and full-blown chaos.  
 

Cheap medical cover vs stronger medical cover 
 
Cheap travel insurance can still include medical cover, but the risk is that the wording, limits, 
exclusions, or destination fit may be too weak. Compare the Market says the cheapest policy is not 
always the best, especially if you need extra cover for activities, cruises, or specialist situations. That 
logic applies directly to medical cover too.  
 
Stronger medical cover is usually worth paying for where the destination is expensive, the trip is 
longer, the traveller is older, there is any medical history to declare, or the trip involves extra risk 
factors. MoneyHelper’s minimum benchmarks for Europe and the USA reinforce the point that 
medical cover should be judged on adequacy, not just presence. “Included” is not the same thing as 
“enough.”  
 

What stronger travel medical cover usually looks like 
 
The stronger end of travel medical cover usually includes: 

 higher medical expense limits  
 repatriation cover  
 emergency transport and hospital costs  



 

 

 proper treatment of declared medical conditions where relevant  
 24-hour emergency assistance  
 destination-appropriate protection, especially for high-cost countries.  
  

The weaker end usually means: 
 lower limits  
 restricted medical wording  
 little or no practical support  
 no cover for undeclared or excluded medical history  
 poor fit for expensive destinations or longer trips.  

 

Which type of medical cover is better? 
 
For most travellers, the better policy is the one with adequate emergency medical limits, 
repatriation, and clear treatment of pre-existing conditions if applicable. If you are travelling in 
Europe only, you may still need less cover than for the USA, but you still need proper insurance 
because GHIC is not enough on its own. If you have a medical condition, the better policy is usually 
the one that explicitly accepts that risk rather than ignoring it or quietly excluding it.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Travel insurance medical cover is not just another feature on the list. It is usually the most important 
part of the policy because overseas emergency treatment and repatriation can be staggeringly 
expensive. The ABI, NHS and MoneyHelper all point in the same direction here: proper medical cover 
matters, and relying on GHIC or on vague assumptions is not enough.  
 
The best medical cover is usually the cover that is high enough for the destination, includes 
repatriation, supports emergency treatment properly, and deals honestly with any pre-existing 
conditions. Basic policies may be fine for low-risk travel if the limits are still strong enough, but weak 
cover, undeclared health issues, or the wrong destination fit can turn a cheap policy into a useless 
one very quickly.  
 
In plain terms, compare travel insurance medical cover by asking four things: how much does it pay, 
what emergencies does it include, does it cover my actual medical history, and is it strong enough 
for where I am going. That is the real comparison. Everything else is brochure furniture.  
 
Disclaimer: This comparison is provided by www.helpme-insureit.co.uk for general guidance only and does not constitute insurance, 
financial, legal or professional advice. Policy suitability, cover levels, exclusions, premiums, excesses, terms and outcomes can vary 
depending on individual circumstances, provider criteria, property or asset type, risk profile and market conditions. Always check the latest 
insurer or broker information and, where appropriate, seek advice from a qualified insurance adviser, broker or other suitable professional 
before making any insurance decisions. Helpme Solutions Group Ltd accepts no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance on 
this content. 

 
 


