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How to choose your 
retirement property

If you’re looking to downsize in later life, the 
choices can be confusing. Assisted living or 
a village? Can you bring your pet? What is 

an exit fee? Jane Slade has the answers

always be available for Sunday lunch and 
weekly visits with the grandchildren. 

Take up the try-before-you-buy 
option, which many operators offer. Go 
and spend a night at a development, 
explore the area and, most importantly, 
meet the residents; drop in on a coffee 
morning and find out if they are the kind
of folk you would like to spend time 
with. Here’s a handy guide to help you 
on your way.

LOCATION 
If you are moving to be closer to friends 
or relatives, remember that you will be 
spending more time at home, if not now 
then probably in the future. A simple 
thing such as the view will become more 
important. You may want to avoid a 
development on a busy road unless you 
like the buzz of traffic. However, you do 
want to be within striking distance of 
shops or a bus stop. 

Choosing a development in the middle
of nowhere — unless it is large enough 
to provide a dedicated transport service 
— can leave you feeling isolated, 
especially if you don’t drive. But if you 
love walking, cycling and have a pet, a 
rural location may be ideal. Some 
provide guest parking spots.

G
rowing old can be an
unpleasant business.
For property
developers and
housebuilders,
though, it is big
business. According
to estimates 75,000

people live in retirement communities, 
with the number of over-75s in the UK 
likely to double in the next 30 years. 
Arco, the retirement housing body, has 
recently announced that it is lobbying 
the government to set up a task force for 
the housing with care sector. 

It is a timely issue. Yet for anyone 
— and their family — the idea of 
downsizing, social care and money is a 
traumatic one. 

Whether you call it a retirement 
home, an age-dedicated community or 
later living, you should not compare 
buying a retirement property with a 
traditional property purchase. Don’t buy 
hoping to make a profit. This is about 
investing in a lifestyle. Unlike with 
buying a traditional home, you need to 
think about your needs in the future. 
The questions you should be asking are: 
will this place suit my partner and me if 
we suffer mobility issues or dementia?
Is there care if we need it? Could I 
manage living here on my own? Will I 
be lonely? The attraction of moving to
a friendly community where you will be 
pampered to the end of your days needs 
to be balanced against the costs, 

dramatic change of lifestyle (you will 
have a lot less space) and communal 
charges, as well as exit fees.

The biggest shift in retirement living
is the range of buying options that exist. 
You don’t have to buy a home outright 
any more. There are more and more 
options to rent and even part-buy, 
part-rent. Sinking equity into a property 
that you may occupy for only a few years 
is proving less attractive in these 
straitened times. And if you are over 
80, why would you? The advantages of 
renting are numerous. You don’t incur 
expensive legal or conveyancing fees, 
you can give notice if you want to move 
and should you die your family is not 
forced to continue paying for it until 
your home is sold. 

There are three main types of 
retirement property:
6 Apartments solely designed for 
independent living. These generally
have a garden, an owners’ lounge and 
manager on duty during the week. No 
care is provided and facilities are 
minimal. These properties cost less to 
buy and attract lower charges but may 
not be suitable if your needs change. 
6 Sheltered housing or assisted-living 
properties offer more support and 
assistance in terms of facilities and care, 
so are probably better if you or your 
partner have health issues. 
6 Retirement villages are the most 
luxurious and expensive, with gardens, 
swimming pools, spas, fitness trainers, 
hobby rooms, libraries and restaurants. 
They can offer domiciliary care and even 
on-site nursing homes so you need not 
be separated from your loved one if they 
need more care than you do. The best 
ones are registered with the Care 
Quality Commission. 

Obviously your budget will be a big 
factor in deciding where to live, but take 
care not to be put under pressure by 
your family. If you move away from your 
friends you will have to start again. Your 
family have their own lives and will not 

ask for one to be brought to you. A 
restaurant provides an opportunity to 
meet and make friends with other 
residents — which is guaranteed if there 
is a bar as well. 

MAINTENANCE/SERVICE CHARGES 
These can appear costly, but remember 
you will no longer have to pay for your 
own gardener or take care of the 
external maintenance of your home. 

Check what is covered in the 
maintenance charge agreement (and see 
if the operator charges a ground rent — 
most no longer do): generally your 
payments should cover all external 
utilities, the upkeep of grounds, gardens, 
communal spaces and buildings, window 
cleaning, external painting, site facilities, 
security, staff and building insurance. 

Check whether some of the service 
charge goes into a sinking fund to pay 
for unexpected costs. You don’t want to 
find yourself with a share of a bill to 
repair the roof. Look at how the service 
charge is calculated. Is it linked to the 
rate of inflation or could it rocket? Ask 
for a detailed breakdown. 

Generally you are responsible for your
telephone/internet, water, gas and 
electricity bills and for insuring and 
maintaining the interior of your home. 

MANAGEMENT COMPANY 
This is the organisation that runs the site 
and levies the service charge. 

Management companies/operators 
have attracted a bad press for lack of 
transparency on costs and fees, and for 
pressuring customers to expedite the 
sale of their home so they can buy one 
in a development. Much of this sort of 
behaviour has now disappeared, but 
consult Arco if you have concerns. 

Retirement property is a
comparatively young market so
can be vulnerable to bad
practice from newcomers
seeking a slice of the action.

RESALE
Because of the age restrictions,
retirement-designated
properties can be harder to
sell on, and of course the
maintenance charges still
have to be paid even if the
property is vacant up until the
day you complete a purchase.

Retirement property is a
specialist market and local estate agents 
will probably not achieve the same price 
for your two-bedroom apartment as for 
a similar property on the open market. 
Having said that, there is a shortage of 
quality retirement accommodation, so if 
it is in an area where there is demand 
you shouldn’t have trouble. Some 
operators offer a resale service. 

EXIT FEES 
Some companies charge a fee of 
between 0.25 per cent and 12.5 per cent 
of the property’s value when a home is 
resold. This has been controversial, and 
is not helped by operators devising 
different names for the charges, usually 
referred to as event fees or exit fees. Exit 
fees is an unfortunate term, perhaps, and 
is one the industry is becoming more 
sensitive to but is not yet charging less 
for. A new code has been introduced by 
Arco requiring greater transparency. 

PETS 
Check before you buy. Some sites don’t 
allow pets, but most do. You may be 
restricted on the kind of property you 
can move into if you have a pet (eg a 
ground-floor flat only). Some 
developments will allow well-behaved 
pets to move with you but will not 
permit replacements. 
Jane Slade is the founder of the property 
website retiremove.co.uk

ACCOMMODATION 
The hardest thing about moving to a 
retirement property is adapting to living 
in a smaller space. Many developments 
have open-plan apartments so you can 
design the layout. More are providing 
outside space and guest suites. You
need to imagine your home extending 
beyond your front door — into the 
owners’ lounge, communal areas and 
gardens beyond. 

SECURITY 
All retirement housing should be secure. 
Some are gated communities or have 
CCTV and/or equip each property with
a telecom answering entry system. 

Some villages have staff on site 24/7, 
while others will have a manager or 
concierge on duty only during the day. 

CARE 
People without medical problems might 
go for a home in a development where 
extra care can be brought in privately, if 
required. For those for whom extra 
support is necessary, look to a village 
that offers domiciliary care and nursing 
suites. There is obviously a charge.

ON-SITE RESTAURANT 
This is a convenient and reassuring 
facility in that if you don’t feel like 
cooking you can pop along to the 
restaurant or café and order a meal, or 

Top and above right: 
Wildernesse House in 
Sevenoaks, Kent, 
where apartments are 
from £625,000. Above 
left: Woodbank 
Apartments near 
Woking, Surrey, where 
self-contained flats start
at £895 a week

Spend a night in
the development,

explore the area and 
meet the residents


