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Housing in Later Life: New Freedoms 
to Choose 
Part 2 of a Two-Part Series 

 

Baby boomers are fast becoming the largest-ever generation of retirees: 75 million strong. As 

they move to and through retirement, how and where they choose to live will have a profound 

impact on our homes, families, and communities. 

In order to deeply understand these huge shifts, Age Wave, in partnership with Merrill Lynch, 

just completed a comprehensive study titled Home in Retirement: More Freedom, New 

Choices. We surveyed a representative sample of over 3,600 adults from all walks of life to 

uncover their priorities, dreams, challenges, and worries as they determine which geographic 

regions, communities, and homes they will live in during their retirement years. This is the 

second of two articles that describe our findings. 

The Second Phase of Retirement Living 

As I mentioned in part 1 of this series, there are now two distinct phases of retirement. The first 

phase, which I focused on yesterday, can often span at least 15 or 20 years and has become a 

time of more freedom and new choices for how and where people choose to live. Our study 

found that the freedom to live where and how you like seems to peak in this first phase of 

retirement, with two out of three retirees saying they are living in the "best homes of their lives." 

In the second phase, as retirees get older, especially as they reach their 80s, health and the ability 

(or inability) to live independently can become significant factors in home-related decisions. 

Among people age 85+ -- the fastest-growing segment of the U.S. population -- three-quarters 

(74 percent) have difficulties with at least some daily activities, such as housework, getting 

around the home, or other everyday tasks. These realities often are the trigger points for either 

making home modifications to improve the accessibility or security of a home, getting help from 

a home care provider, or choosing to move to an environment where care is available around the 

clock. 

Choice is Becoming the Watchword for Housing Options in Later Retirement 

In the past, most older retirees had only three options: (1) they were healthy and vital enough to 

continue living independently at home, (2) they could move in with supportive family members, 

or (3) they could move to a nursing home. Although these three options are still available, today 

choice has become the watchword. In the last decade, the number of nursing-home residents has 

http://www.ml.com/retirementstudy
http://www.ml.com/retirementstudy
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ken-dychtwald/best-home-of-their-lives_b_6739208.html?1424894514
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ken-dychtwald/best-home-of-their-lives_b_6739208.html?1424894514


Page 2 of 5 

 

declined, while we see a growing continuum of housing/community options for retirees to 

choose from when facing health challenges, including: 

 Assisted living communities that offer meal preparation, home maintenance, 

transportation, and other supportive services, activities, and programs that provide the 

opportunity to stay active and involved 

 Continuing care retirement communities (CCRCs) that provide a broad range of care 

options and other activities in a single location, spanning the spectrum from independent 

living to nursing-home care 

 Cohousing, in which retirees choose to live together commune-style and help arrange or 

provide care and support for each other as needed 

 Innovative systems like the "Village" model, in which communities of older adults live 

independently in their own homes, while near enough to each other to co-create and 

coordinate programs and services that enable them to successfully age in place 

As you can see, the portrait of housing choices in later retirement is expanding to include a 

growing variety of supportive housing/community options. As one focus group participant told 

us, "It's a relief to know that if either my spouse or I encounter a health challenge down the road, 

it doesn't mean we end up in a nursing home. There are many appealing alternatives that we're 

beginning to explore while we're still healthy, so we won't be caught off guard in a crisis." 

Aging in Place: Care at Home 

Although the menu of choices for how and where to live in later retirement has grown and will 

continue to do so, retirees told us their number-one choice for receiving extended care, if needed, 

is to age in place: To receive care in their own home (see below chart). With a growing number 

of qualified home care services and new technologies such as telemedicine, remote diagnostics, 

security monitoring, and emergency response devices, it is increasingly possible for retirees with 

health challenges to do just that: remain in their own home and receive top-quality care. We're 

already seeing a significant shift in that direction. 

As boomers enter their later retirement years and the potential need for long-term care increases 

for many, new services, technologies, and options will continue to develop, empowering even 

more retirees to receive care how and where they most desire. 
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Retirees' top preference for receiving extended care 

 
  

When we asked all retirees who hope to remain in their own home and never move, the number 

one reason they state is, "I love my home." See below chart. 
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Figure 20: Top reasons why retirees would not leave their current home 

 
 

A New Era of High-Tech Home Solutions 

Our study also revealed that today's retirees are increasingly willing to embrace new 

technologies that will give them the freedom to age in place. They are optimistic that these 

technologies can make their homes more convenient, connected, and secure, and give them the 

wherewithal to remain in the homes they love so much. 

 Three-quarters (76 percent) are interested in technologies to monitor their health at home, 

such as sensors, alerts, or medication reminder apps 

 Two-thirds (67 percent) are interested in home technologies to help them optimize their 

health, such as devices for air purification or to improve their sleep 

 Nearly two-thirds (64 percent) are interested in home technologies to connect them with 

their family and friends, such as video chat and interactive devices 

 Six in ten (58 percent) are interested in technologies to help them maintain their home, 

such as cleaning robots or heated driveways 

As the boomers migrate through their retirement years, chances are that even more technological 

innovations (like driverless cars) will allow retirees to live independently at home for as long as 

they choose. 
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Prepare for the Future 

Although few of us like to think about what happens if our health begins to deteriorate in our 

later years, there are two essential steps that we can take to prepare for the possibility of health 

care challenges and how and where we will live if those challenges arise. (If your parents or 

elderly loved ones have not considered these things, you may want to speak to them about this as 

well.) 

First, even though you may feel vital and healthy right now, begin to think about what you might 

want to do if the possibility of long-term care were ever needed. Put a potential plan in place 

now. Do this by researching options that would allow you to receive care where you most prefer, 

whether you choose to move to some form of supportive community housing or remain living 

independently in your own home. As David Tyrie, head of Retirement and Personal Wealth 

Solutions for Bank of America Merrill Lynch, points out, "With increasing longevity, it's 

important to remember that achieving your dream home and ideal living circumstances in 

retirement requires careful forethought and preparation, including consideration of expenses 

related to current goals and future priorities." 

Second, if like so many retirees today, you choose to live independently (with your 

spouse/partner or alone) in your own home and receive any assistance or health care needed in 

that home, consider home modifications, technologies, and services that can empower you to 

remain in that home. Some of the most helpful modifications include replacing door handles and 

faucets with easier-to-manipulate levers; making sure that all electric switches and plugs are easy 

to access; removing slippery throw rugs and wiring that could be tripped over; installing 

bathroom safety features such as railings and nonskid strips in bathtubs and showers; and, if 

necessary, installing ramps or even stair lifts to make it easier to navigate if there is more than 

one level in your home. The burgeoning field of home care services and health monitoring and 

alert technologies can also enable you to continue living independently as long as possible and 

offer solutions that will allow many boomers the opportunity to age in place. 

The aging and retirement of the boomer generation, coupled with the fact that we're all living 

longer than previous generations, is reshaping America. The research in this study provides a 

glimpse of what some of those changes will be. There are more useful ideas, tips, and 

information you can explore in the complete Home in Retirement: More Freedom, New 

Choices study report, which you can download here. I look forward to hearing any comments or 

questions you may have about your own retirement housing dreams and concerns. 
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