
SLUG: race-abroad-stay-secure 
META: Running Tokyo, Berlin, or Boston? Open Wi-Fi at airports and race expos puts your data 
at risk. Here's how to stay secure before the starting gun fires. 

Staying Connected and Secure When 
You Race in Another Country 
You have trained for months. Your flights are booked, your bib is on the way, and your race kit is 
almost packed. But somewhere between the airport lounge and the race expo, your personal 
data quietly becomes the easiest target in the room. Destination marathons are incredible 
experiences. They are also Wi-Fi traps that most runners never think twice about, right up until 
something goes wrong. 
Race-Day Reality Check: When you run a destination marathon, you depend on public Wi-Fi 
constantly. You check hotel confirmations, pull up bib pickup times, and log into banking apps, 
all on open networks surrounded by strangers. One simple habit, setting up a travel VPN before 
you leave home, can protect your data through every stage of the trip without slowing you down 
or adding anything heavy to your race kit. 

Why Destination Marathons Are a Unique Security 
Risk 
Tokyo Marathon. Boston Marathon. Berlin Marathon. These are bucket-list races that attract 
runners from every corner of the world. That global crowd is also what makes the Wi-Fi 
environment around them so risky. Tens of thousands of international visitors pack into the same 
airport terminals, hotel lobbies, and race expos, and most of them are connecting to whatever 
free network appears on their phone. 
Open networks at airports and hotels are convenient by design. They are also unencrypted by 
default. Anyone with basic tools and a bit of patience can sit in the same lounge and watch what 
other devices on the network are sending and receiving. This technique, broadly known as a 
man-in-the-middle attack, does not require any special access. It just requires proximity and the 
right software. 
For a runner checking a bib pickup confirmation email, that might sound low-risk. But think 
about everything you actually do on race trip Wi-Fi. You log into your bank to check if your card 
works internationally. You access your health insurance app to check your emergency coverage. 
You sign into your Airbnb or hotel portal. You check a travel app storing your passport photo. 
The attack surface is enormous, and race week only compresses it. 

What Actually Happens on Race-Expo Wi-Fi 
Race expos are busy, loud, and exciting. They are also some of the least-secure Wi-Fi 
environments imaginable. Pop-up networks appear with names like "ExpoGuest" or 
"MarathonWiFi," and thousands of runners connect without a second thought. 
The problem is not always a sophisticated criminal. Sometimes it is a rogue hotspot with an 
inviting name set up by someone nearby, designed to mimic a legitimate network. Once your 
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device connects, every piece of data you send travels through their equipment first. Your 
passwords, session tokens, and personal details can all be captured without your device 
showing any warning at all. 
Hotel networks are marginally better in most cases, but they are still shared and still public. That 
means your data shares the same pipes with every other guest on the property. High-traffic 
periods like the weekend before a major marathon, when a single hotel might house hundreds 
of visiting runners, make the situation worse. More traffic means more opportunity for someone 
watching the network passively. 

Building Your Pre-Race Security Checklist 
Most runners treat their pre-race checklist as a purely physical exercise. Shoes, race belt, 
nutrition, kit, watch. That list is right, but it is incomplete. Your digital kit deserves the same 
careful prep. Here is how to structure the security side of your preparation: 

1.​ Download and configure your security apps before you leave home. Do not wait until you 
land and need them urgently. 

2.​ Enable two-factor authentication on every account you will access during the trip, 
especially email, banking, and booking platforms. 

3.​ Update your operating system and apps on every device you are bringing. Unpatched 
software is an easy entry point. 

4.​ Set up a travel VPN and test it on your home network so you know how it behaves before 
you need it abroad. 

5.​ Turn off auto-connect for Wi-Fi on your phone. Manual connections give you one extra 
moment to check what you are joining. 

6.​ Use your phone's mobile data for anything sensitive when you have a local SIM or 
roaming enabled. It is not always practical, but it is the safest fallback. 

The VPN step is the one most runners skip because it sounds technical. It is not. Modern VPN 
apps work with a single tap, and once you have the habit of enabling it whenever you join a new 
network, it becomes as automatic as putting on your GPS watch before a run. 

How a VPN Actually Protects You 
A virtual private network creates an encrypted tunnel between your device and a server 
operated by the VPN provider. All of your traffic travels through that tunnel, which means 
anyone watching the local network sees only encrypted noise rather than readable data. It does 
not matter how open or poorly configured the hotel's Wi-Fi is. The tunnel keeps your information 
private. 
For runners at destination marathons, the practical benefit is straightforward. You can check 
your confirmation emails at the airport gate, update your hotel booking from the expo floor, and 
manage your banking apps from the lobby without worrying that someone nearby is intercepting 
your session. The VPN handles that concern in the background while you focus on race week 
logistics. 
Speed is often the first worry people raise about VPNs. In practice, a good VPN adds only a 
small amount of latency for everyday tasks like browsing and email. You are not streaming 4K 
video on race morning. You are checking a start-wave assignment and looking up the post-race 
bag drop location. For that kind of use, the performance impact is negligible. 
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The Race-Week Scenarios Where This Matters Most 
Picture the Sunday before a major marathon. You are at the airport at 6 a.m., sitting in a 
crowded terminal, trying to confirm your hotel's early check-in before your flight boards. You 
connect to airport Wi-Fi and open your banking app to make sure the international currency 
exchange went through. Without protection, every credential you enter on that network is 
potentially exposed. 
Fast forward to Thursday afternoon. You are at the race expo picking up your bib and wandering 
through the vendor halls. The expo has a guest network and you connect so you do not burn 
through your data plan. You pull up your confirmation number in your email and log into the race 
app to update your emergency contact details. Same risk, different venue. 
Friday evening. The hotel lobby is packed with runners. You grab a coffee and sit down to reply 
to a message from your family back home. The hotel network requires only a room number to 
join. You log into your personal email and your travel insurance portal. That network has the 
same vulnerabilities as every other one you have used this week. 
In each of these moments, a VPN running quietly in the background means your information 
stays yours. It adds nothing to your carry-on bag. It adds nothing to your race-morning routine. It 
just works while you focus on what you actually came here to do. 

Choosing the Right Setup Before You Fly 
Not all VPN apps behave the same way. For race travel, prioritize a few specific traits. Look for 
an app that connects automatically when you join an unfamiliar network, so you do not have to 
remember to enable it each time. Look for one that has servers in the country you are visiting, 
as nearby servers generally give better speeds. And look for a provider with a clear, 
plain-language privacy policy that explains what data they keep and what they do not. 
Many runners already use password managers, and the two tools pair well together. A 
password manager ensures you are using strong, unique credentials on every platform. A VPN 
ensures those credentials travel safely when you enter them on the road. Together they cover 
the two most common ways personal data gets compromised during international travel. 
Set everything up at least a week before your departure. That buffer gives you time to 
troubleshoot anything unexpected, check that the apps work on your specific devices, and 
practice the habit of enabling your VPN whenever you connect. By race week, it should feel 
completely routine. 

The Mile Zero of Your Digital Race Prep 
Race security is not a separate concern from race preparation. It is part of the same project. You 
spend months preparing your body for a 26.2-mile effort in a foreign city. Spending twenty 
minutes setting up a lightweight layer of digital protection before you fly is simply good 
stewardship of everything else you have worked for. 
Your bib number, hotel reservation, travel documents, and banking credentials are all at play 
during race week. The networks you connect to in airports, hotels, and expo halls are not yours 
to control. But what travels across those networks from your device is something you absolutely 
can control. 
Add the VPN setup to your taper week checklist right alongside sorting your race-day nutrition 
and confirming your start-wave time. It is low effort, it costs almost nothing, and it means you 



can spend race week thinking about splits and pacing rather than wondering whether someone 
in the hotel lobby just grabbed your login session. That is a trade worth making before you even 
board the plane. 
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