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Thank you
Independent Age would like to thank those who shared
their experiences as this guide was being developed, and
those who reviewed the information for us.
What do you think?
We welcome your feedback on our publications. We
will use your comments to help us plan future changes.
If you would like to help us develop our information
products, you can join our Readers’ Panel. For more
information visit independentage.org/readers-panel
or call 0800 319 6789.
Other formats
If you need this information in a diferent format (such as
large print or audio CD), please contact us.
Contact us
Call us on 0800 319 6789 or email
advice@independentage.org
While some content may apply across the UK,
generally our publications cover England. We make
every reasonable efort to ensure that our information
is accurate at the time of publication, but information
can change over time and should not be used as a
substitute for professional advice. Independent Age
does not accept any liability for any loss, however
caused, arising from the use of the information within
this publication. The inclusion of other organisations
does not constitute an endorsement from us.
The sources used to create this publication are
available on request.
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About this guide
Sheltered housing and extra care housing –
also called retirement housing – is designed
specifcally with the needs of older people in
mind. It can let you keep your independence
while making sure help is available when you
need it. You might move there if you want a
smaller or adapted home, have health or mobility
difculties or are looking for somewhere you
can get help more easily if you need it.
This guide is intended to give you the
information and confdence to make a decision
that’s right for you. Whether you just want to
fnd out what retirement housing ofers or you’re
seriously considering a move, this guide can
help you understand what to look for and what
questions to ask.
In this guide you’ll fnd references to our
other free publications. You can order them
by calling 0800 319 6789 or visiting
independentage.org/publications.
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What is retirement
housing?

1

Retirement housing is specialist housing
designed to help older people live independently.
It comes with some support, and is generally
designed with your needs in mind. There are two
main types – sheltered housing and extra care
housing. Both types are usually self-contained fats
or houses, generally with one or two bedrooms
and arranged into complexes or retirement
villages. Retirement villages tend to ofer more
amenities and are usually more expensive.
Retirement housing can come with:
• varying levels of support
• alarm systems
• on-site or on-call staf
• some shared facilities, eg laundry services and
communal dining rooms.
Extra care housing ofers more support than
sheltered housing. With both types, individual
schemes will ofer diferent levels of support
and amenities.
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Sheltered housing
Your home will have features designed to make
it easier for you to live independently, such as
lifts, ramps for wheelchairs and grab rails.
There’ll usually be a scheme manager or warden
who’ll take care of the buildings and make sure
you’re safe. They might not always be on site,
but there could be 24-hour emergency help
available through an alarm system. You’ll also be
able to have visits from external care workers if
you need them.
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Sheltered housing is best if you want a more
manageable home with help available in an
emergency, and you’re able to live independently.
If you need more support or care, you might be
better of looking at extra care housing.

Extra care housing
Extra care housing is similar to sheltered
housing, but you’ll also be able to get help with
your personal care from care workers based at
the scheme. This could include washing,
dressing, eating and some household chores.
You can still live independently, but with the
reassurance that there are staf on site or on call
24 hours a day. You can also get visits from
external care workers.
You don’t have to receive care and support from
the start – you can often increase and decrease
the support you receive as and when your
needs change.
There’s usually a limit to the amount of care you
can receive. You might need to consider a care
home if extra care housing can’t meet your
needs. See our guide How to fnd the right care
home for more information.
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Should I move into
retirement housing?
There are a few things you might want to
consider before you decide you want to move
into retirement housing.

Do you want or need to move?
Could your current home meet your needs,
perhaps with some extra support or home
adaptations? You might prefer to stay in your
current home.
If you have care needs, ask your local council for
a free care needs assessment – this will look at
support or adaptations that could help make
your daily life easier. Our factsheet First steps in
getting help with your care needs has more
information on this process.
Perhaps some equipment or adaptations – such
as grab rails or a stairlift – might make your daily
life easier. See our factsheet Adapting your home
to stay independent for more information.
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Is retirement housing right for me?
Retirement housing may be right for you if
you’re able to live independently, but want the
reassurance of knowing help is there if you need
it. Key features of retirement housing:
• smaller and more manageable than
non-retirement housing
• support is available if you need it, which can
help you feel safe and secure
• you can press an alarm to call for help in an
emergency
• you’ll have neighbours around you, while
keeping your own privacy
• communal facilities and organised activities
give you opportunities to socialise
• fexible levels of care and support
• you might be able to keep living with your
partner if you have diferent needs.
Moving to retirement housing can delay or
prevent a move to a care home because you can
get help with personal care. If you do expect to
need to move to a care home in the future, think
about whether you’d be happy to move again.
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Some retirement housing schemes may allow
you to have a live-in carer if you move into a
two-bedroom property – make sure to ask the
retirement housing provider if you’re interested
in this. You may be able to rent guest rooms for
visitors to stay over – for example, if you have
family or friends who live further away or are
used to longer visits.
If you have dementia, some dementia-friendly
retirement housing schemes may let you live more
independently than other housing options. See
chapter 7 for advice on choosing the right scheme.
If you’ve decided that you do want to move,
download our moving home checklist
(independentage.org/moving-home-checklist).
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How to fnd retirement
housing

3

Retirement housing schemes are run by councils,
housing associations, charities or private
companies. You can rent, buy or part-own.
If you’re not sure what would be best for you,
a good frst step is to ask for a free care needs
assessment from your local council (see page 6).
You may live in an area with more than one
council (eg county and district), in which case
diferent councils will deal with housing and care.
If you’re not sure which one to contact, check
gov.uk/fnd-local-council or the phonebook.

Council or housing association
providers
One way of getting retirement housing is through
a local council or housing association. This is
called ‘social housing’. Most retirement housing is
provided this way. Housing associations are notfor-proft organisations that provide afordable
housing, including sheltered and extra care
housing. You can get the details of nearby
housing associations from your local council.
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To apply, you’ll usually need to join the council’s
housing register. This is the waiting list for social
housing, and you may have to wait a few months
to a few years depending on your circumstances.
Councils often have multiple retirement housing
schemes, so your wait could be shorter if you’re
willing to consider diferent options, rather than
waiting for a specifc scheme.
To get on the housing register for retirement
housing, you’ll have to meet certain criteria.
These vary depending on the council, but
common criteria include:
• your age – you usually need to be over a
certain age (generally 55)
• your income or assets – these may need to be
below a certain level
• where you currently live – many councils will
only consider people who’ve lived in the area
for a few years
• your needs – councils won’t consider you for
retirement housing if they think you don’t need
it, or if you need something with more support
• whether you own your home – some councils
might only consider people who don’t own
their home, though they may be able to make
exceptions.
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Each council has its own rules, so ask yours for
details (gov.uk/fnd-local-council). You could be
given priority on the list if you are homeless, need
to move urgently because your current housing
isn’t meeting your needs, or you need to move to
a new area to receive specialist medical help.
Extra care housing schemes usually have more
eligibility criteria than sheltered housing
schemes. The council may ask you to have a
care needs assessment before they consider you
for extra care housing.
Housing associations usually have to follow the
council’s rules, and may only ofer housing to
you if you’re on the council’s waiting list.
You usually have to apply through the council,
but some housing associations will accept direct
applications. They may also have their own
eligibility criteria.
You can challenge a decision about your
application if you feel you’ve been treated
unfairly – eg if you’ve been turned down, you’ve
had to wait too long, or you feel the level of
priority you’ve been given is too low. Seek
specialist housing advice as soon as possible.
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Shelter can help you fnd a housing adviser
(shelter.org.uk/get_advice/advice_services_
directory) or contact Citizens Advice
(03444 111 444, citizensadvice.org.uk).
Social retirement housing is generally only
available to rent. If you’d prefer to buy, or don’t
want to join a waiting list, you could consider
looking at private providers.

Private providers
Private schemes may have fewer eligibility criteria
and shorter waiting lists than council or housing
association ones. You may have to consider
private housing if there isn’t a social housing
scheme you like in the area, or you’re not eligible
for social retirement housing.
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You can fnd private providers on the Elderly
Accommodation Counsel’s Housing Care
website (housingcare.org). The Care Quality
Commission (CQC) regularly inspects care and
health facilities in England, and they have a
searchable database of extra care housing for
sale (03000 616161, cqc.org.uk). Retirement
homes are also often advertised with local estate
agents or on property websites.
Here are some things to bear in mind when
considering whether to go with private
providers:
• the rent is usually more expensive – this can
be the diference of over £100 a week
• there are fewer private schemes
• tenancies can be less secure compared to
social retirement housing.
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Should I rent or buy?
There are lots of factors that could infuence
whether you want to rent or buy retirement
housing such as availability, cost and personal
preference.

Renting
This is the most popular way to get retirement
housing. This will mean either applying to the
local council or housing association, or looking
at private providers. Usually you’ll start on a
short-term tenancy of about six to 12 months to
make sure it’s a good ft, before moving onto a
longer-term tenancy. Contact your local Citizens
Advice for information about diferent types of
tenancy (03444 111 444, citizensadvice.org.uk).
Renting from your local council or housing
association
You might choose this route because social
tenancies can be more secure than private
tenancies. They’re also usually more afordable
than privately-rented retirement housing.
However, there is likely to be a longer wait.
See chapter 3 for more information.
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You might be able to apply more easily if you’re
already living in a social housing property. The
council may be able to transfer you into one of their
retirement housing schemes. Contact your local
council to fnd out (gov.uk/fnd-local-council).
Renting privately
You might want to rent privately if you want to
move more quickly or you’re not eligible for
social retirement housing.
Private tenancies are often less secure than
social tenancies, with less protection against
eviction. The precise details will vary between
schemes. Make sure to check your tenancy
agreement thoroughly and understand it.
Citizens Advice can give you support and advice
(03444 111 444, citizensadvice.org.uk).
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Key facts
• You’ll have more fexibility than if you buy –
it’s easier to end a tenancy than to sell a home.
• Tenancies can vary. They won’t all be right for
you and you’ll need to check carefully before
agreeing to one.
• If you’re renting social housing, there will likely
be a waiting list and criteria you need to meet.
• If you’re renting privately, your tenancy could
be less secure. There are also fewer private
schemes.

Buying
The two main ways you can buy a home are
freehold and leasehold. If you currently own your
own home, you’re probably a freeholder, as most
houses and bungalows are sold on a freehold basis.
Retirement housing is usually only available to buy
leasehold. It’s efectively a long tenancy – usually
between 99 and 125 years. This means that you’ll
have a landlord, and will need to get their
permission to make any changes.
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You’ll also have to pay ground rent to the landlord,
who owns the land the property is on, and who
will own the property once the lease runs out.
Ground rent varies, but it usually starts at around
£500 a year and increases periodically.

2
3

You’ll have diferent legal rights as a leaseholder
— see chapter 8. Contact the Leasehold
Advisory Service (LEASE) for more information
(020 7832 2500, lease-advice.org).
You may be able to sell the property back to the
provider if it’s no longer suitable for your needs
– ask if they have a ‘buy back’ scheme when
you’re looking at properties.
Some providers might let you buy through a
shared ownership scheme. This lets you take out
a lease on a share of the property (usually between
25% and 75%) and pay rent on the rest. You can’t
buy 100% of a retirement property this way.
For more advice on how to buy retirement
housing, see Age UK’s factsheet Buying retirement
housing (0800 169 6565, ageuk.org.uk).
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Key facts
• You’ll own your home, meaning it’s harder
for you to be evicted.
• If you decide to move out, you can sell and
release capital.
• Leaseholder rights are diferent to
freeholder rights (see chapter 8).
• You may have to purchase extra years on
the lease before you sell it on.
• Retirement housing can sometimes be
difcult to sell on.

18
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Retirement housing costs

5

Retirement housing has the same types of costs
that come with any other property: rent or
mortgage, and bills. In addition, you’ll have to
pay for extra services.

If you’re renting
You’ll usually have to pay your rent every month.
This should be set out in your tenancy
agreement. It should also explain:
• how much the rent is
• how much maintenance and service charges
are and what they cover
• bills you’re responsible for paying
• the landlord’s responsibilities, eg when they
need to do repairs
• the type of tenancy you have
• when the rent can be increased
• how you or the landlord can end the tenancy,
and what notice period is needed.
If you’ve sold your home and rent your next
home, the capital from the sale of your home
19

may afect your entitlement to means-tested
benefts. Call our Helpline on 0800 319 6789 to
arrange to speak to an adviser to fnd out how it
could afect you.

If you buy
When you buy retirement housing you’ll usually
buy leasehold. That means that you’ll pay for the
lease, and then you’ll have to pay annual ground
rent (generally starting around £500) to the
landlord.
Usually, you’re responsible for internal
maintenance and the landlord is responsible for
maintenance of the building’s shared parts and
structure. You’ll still have to pay maintenance
fees and for repairs, even if the landlord is
responsible for doing them. You’ll probably have
to pay into a sinking fund (sometimes called a
contingency fund) for smaller repairs, and on
top of that contribute towards larger jobs.
Some people choose to keep their previous
home after moving into retirement housing,
to allow them the option of moving back if they
decide it’s not for them. This could be a good
idea – however, also consider how much having
two properties would cost. If you own your
20

home, deciding not to sell it before buying a
retirement home could afect your entitlement
to means-tested benefts. Call our Helpline on
0800 319 6789 to arrange to speak to an adviser
if you’re worried about this.

Service charges
Whether you rent or buy, you’ll need to pay
service charges in retirement housing. They
cover things like:
• emergency alarm systems
• servicing lifts and entry phone systems
• building repairs and maintenance
• upkeep of communal areas and facilities, such
as a laundry room or garden area
• building insurance
• meals that are provided
• any other services you receive.
Service charges in retirement housing are often
higher than in privately-rented housing. This is
because they usually cover more specialist, and
a greater number of, services.
In extra care housing, you’ll also be charged for
personal care services you receive.
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Other costs
You’ll usually have to pay your utility bills, eg
water, gas, electricity, and phone and internet
charges. Some of these could be included in
your rent. If you pay utility costs for communal
areas, these may be included in your service
charge. Many schemes also require you to get
your own contents insurance. Even if they don’t,
it’s probably a good idea. Some schemes may
charge a management fee on top of a service
charge – this is usually in privately-managed
schemes and retirement villages.
If you have to pay Council Tax, you’ll still have
to pay this if you move into retirement housing.
You may be eligible for support to pay your
Council Tax – see chapter 6.
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Help with costs

6

If you’re worried about the costs of retirement
housing, you might be able to get some help
with your housing costs and service charges.
You may also be entitled to other benefts if you
have a disability.

Help paying your rent
You may be eligible for Housing Beneft if your
income and assets are low enough. You need to
be on a low enough income, and there’s often a
limit to how much you can have in savings and
investments.
If you get Housing Beneft and it isn’t enough
to cover your rent, you can apply to your local
council for a Discretionary Housing Payment.
See our factsheet Housing Beneft and Council
Tax Support for more information.

Help paying your mortgage
If you’re struggling to aford mortgage payments
and you’re receiving certain benefts, you could
apply for a Support for Mortgage Interest (SMI) loan.
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It’s best to get independent fnancial advice
before taking out an SMI loan. Contact the
Money Advice Service for more information
(0800 138 7777, moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/
articles/support-for-mortgage-interest).

Help with Council Tax
You may be eligible for a reduction in your
Council Tax bill.
• If you live alone, or with another person who’s
exempt from paying Council Tax, you can get
a 25% reduction on your bill.
• If you’re on a low income, or receiving
Guarantee Pension Credit, you could get
Council Tax Support (also called Council Tax
Reduction).
Our Council Tax guide has more information.

Help with service charges
Housing Beneft also covers some service
charges. These can include things like
maintenance of lifts, upkeep of communal
facilities, or utility charges for communal areas
that you’re obliged to pay.
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You can’t claim Housing Beneft to pay for your
own water, electricity or gas bills. If they’re
included in your rent, your Housing Beneft
won’t cover that part of your rent. Call our
Helpline on 0800 319 6789 for more
information on which service charges are
eligible for Housing Benefit.
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Help with care costs
If you’re receiving care services, you could
be eligible for help paying for them. You’ll be
able to fnd out how much fnancial support
you’re entitled to after you have a care needs
assessment (see page 6).

Help with other costs
You could be able to get help with other costs.
For example, make sure you’re claiming the
Winter Fuel Payment if you’re eligible, and the
Warm Home Discount if your energy provider
participates. Your council may have a local
welfare assistance scheme ofering help with
unexpected expenses. See our factsheet Extra
help with essential costs if you’re on a low
income for more information.

Get a benefts check
You may be entitled to more money than
you currently receive. Call our Helpline on
0800 319 6789 to arrange a free benefts
check, or use our online benefts calculator
(independentage.org/beneft-calculator).
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Choosing a scheme

7

You want to feel at home wherever you live, and
some retirement housing schemes will feel more
like home to you than others. There can be
signifcant diferences between schemes, so it’s
important that you know what your priorities
are, fnd out what the scheme ofers and ask
plenty of questions. Make sure to pay a visit
before you decide to move in.

Check the quality of a scheme
There are organisations that regulate some
aspects of sheltered housing and extra care
housing. For example, the quality of any care
you receive in extra care housing is monitored
by the CQC. Contact them for inspection reports
and ratings (03000 616161, cqc.org.uk).
The CQC doesn’t regulate the housing, only
the care, so you’ll have to look at each scheme
yourself and decide what you think. See page 29
for the sorts of things to ask and look out for.
Schemes that provide food will have a food
hygiene rating from the Food Standards Agency
(020 7276 8829, food.gov.uk). They’ll tell you when
it was last inspected, and its rating out of fve.
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If you’re buying retirement housing, make sure
the scheme follows the Association of Retirement
Housing Managers’ Code of Practice. This
government-approved guidance is designed to
encourage good practice among providers of
leasehold retirement housing. You can see it
on their website, or contact them for a copy
(020 7463 0660, arhm.org/code-of-practice).

Location
You might feel strongly about staying in your
current area, or you might want to move away,
for example closer to friends and family. It might
be easier for you to stay in the same area if you
want to be considered for council-provided
schemes.
Some social housing landlords ofer tenancy
transfer schemes, where you move to another
one of their homes in your area, or tenant cash
incentive schemes, where you receive a cash
payment in return for moving to a smaller
property. Contact your local Citizens Advice
for information about schemes in your area
(03444 111 444, citizensadvice.org.uk).
If you’re getting any care services provided by
your council and you’re moving to a new area,
make sure you tell the new council that you’re
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intending to move into their area. They should
then work with your current council to make
sure you receive the care you need when you
move. For more information, call our Helpline
(0800 319 6789) to arrange to speak to an adviser.

Asking the right questions
Ask plenty of questions when you’re considering
a scheme. You might want to consider the
following.
Services and facilities
• Is there a scheme manager? Do you think
they’ll run the scheme in a way you’ll like?
• Is there an emergency alarm system?
• Is the building accessible, with any adaptations
you need?
• Does the building have the facilities you need?
• Are staf trained in meeting your needs, eg if
you have dementia?
• If your needs increase, will you still be able to
live there?
• How large are the rooms? Would you be able
to live there comfortably?
• Is there parking space, and who can use it?
29

Costs
• What are the service charges? What‘s included
and what could cost extra?
• How much are average bills?
• If you’re moving to extra care housing, how
much will the care services you need cost?
• Would you have to pay an exit fee if you
moved out?
• Would you still have to pay service charges if
you had to move out and couldn’t sell?
• Are there any hidden costs – eg ‘deferred
management charge’?
30

Leisure and social life
• What opportunities for socialising and events does
the scheme organise? Do they cater to your needs?
• How sociable are the other residents?
• Is there good local transport, so you could get
out and about if you wanted to?
• Are there any local amenities that you could use
– eg libraries, a high street, places of worship?
• Is there anywhere for visitors to stay?
• Does the scheme accept pets?

My advice is, go and visit and ask
questions. Try to talk to people who
aren’t sitting in the lounge, as well as
those who are. This will help to give you
an accurate impression of the place.

Our guide Choosing where to live has a housing
wish list which you can use to prioritise things you
want and need from a home. You could use this
when considering a retirement housing scheme.
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Daisy’s story
Daisy, 93, says: “Before I retired I worked for
the local council so I knew about sheltered
housing. I put my name on a waiting list for
the sheltered housing I wanted to move to,
as I knew there was a points system in my
council area. I would get points for every year
I was on the list. I also knew that when I had a
medical problem I could ask the doctor to write
a letter in support of me moving.
“By the age of 88 I had been widowed for a
long time. I was living in my own house and
I felt that the garden was too much for me.
When I was ofered a place here I said to myself
that I wouldn’t sell my house immediately.
I would wait six months to make sure I was
happy in my new accommodation. If I didn’t
like it, I could move back. I would advise
anyone that if you are thinking of moving,
don’t panic. If it doesn’t work out, it’s not as if
there’s no going back.
“I had a lot of furniture in my house. I knew
I had to let a lot of it go. I took what I needed:
a three piece suite, table, television... I now
have everything I need at my sheltered
32

accommodation
and I was lucky
that my daughter
ofered to deal with
the rest.
“I know a lot of older
people don’t want to
move far because
Picture posed by model
they don’t want to
leave their friends but you do make new
friends, though I know it isn’t always easy.
“It’s important to fnd out about diferent kinds of
sheltered housing and whether you might qualify
for a place. The rules are diferent for all of them.
“Some people think sheltered housing is the
same as moving into a home but it’s not.
You look after yourself. You can do your
own cooking here. You are living in your
own space, and if you want to socialise you
can. It has a lovely atmosphere.
“Something that really helps if you’re moving
is to have family and friends to support you.
I have been happy here since the day I moved.
It was defnitely the right decision for me.”
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Your rights
Whether you’re renting or leasing, it’s important
that you know what your rights are so you can
challenge when they may have been breached.
Some of your rights will be explained in your
tenancy agreement or lease. You’ll also have
some rights regardless of whether they’re
mentioned there.
Your rights cover things like:
• when your rent and service charges can
be raised
• when you can be evicted
• when the landlord or other scheme staf
members can enter your home
• which maintenance and repair work you,
the landlord or the scheme management are
responsible for.
Your precise rights will depend on the sort of
tenancy or lease you have.
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Shelter has an online tenancy rights checker
(england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/
downloads_and_tools/tenancy_rights_checker)
or contact Citizens Advice (03444 111 444,
citizensadvice.org.uk).
You also have the right not to face discrimination.
This means landlords can’t use your age, race,
sex, religion, sexual orientation, gender
reassignment, marital status or disability as a
reason to:
• refuse to rent or lease to you
• rent or lease a property to you on worse terms
than other tenants
• charge you higher rent or ground rent
• evict or harass you
• refuse to carry out repairs or make reasonable
changes to the property.
If you think that your landlord has breached your
rights, contact Citizens Advice (03444 111 444,
citizensadvice.org.uk).
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Our free advice guides
You may be interested in…
Choosing where to live
How to fnd the home that’s right
for you.

Moneywise
How to boost your income and
cut your bills.

Home safety
How to spot the dangers and get help
to stay safe at home.

Our practical, jargon-free advice guides give
you the information you need to get the most
out of older age.
To fnd out about our full range of guides
and order copies, call 0800 319 6789 or visit
independentage.org/publications

The information in this guide applies to England
only.
If you’re in Wales, contact Age Cymru
(0800 022 3444, ageuk.org.uk/cymru)
for information and advice.
In Scotland, contact Age Scotland
(0800 12 44 222, ageuk.org.uk/scotland)
In Northern Ireland, contact Age NI
(0808 808 7575, ageuk.org.uk/northern-ireland)

We want the UK to be the best place to grow older
and we have ambitious targets to increase the
number of older people we help and the diference
we make. We receive no state
funding and rely on income
from individuals, trusts and
other sources to continue
providing our services to
hundreds of thousands of
older people in need.
Visit independentage.org
to make a secure online
donation and fnd out about
other ways to support us.
Alternatively, you can call us
on 020 7605 4223 or email
supporters@independentage.org

About Independent Age
Whatever happens as we get older, we all want
to remain independent and live life on our own
terms. That’s why, as well as ofering regular
friendly contact and a strong campaigning voice,
Independent Age can provide you and your
family with clear, free and impartial advice
on the issues that matter: care and support,
money and benefts, health and mobility.
A charity founded over 150 years ago,
we’re independent so you can be.
For more information, visit our website
independentage.org
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Call us for information or to arrange free,
impartial advice from an adviser. Lines are open
8.30am–6.30pm Monday to Friday and 9am–1pm
Saturday. Freephone 0800 319 6789 or email
advice@independentage.org

Independent Age
18 Avonmore Road
London
W14 8RR
Like our page

T 020 7605 4200
E charity@independentage.org
www.independentage.org
Helpline 0800 319 6789

Independent Age is the operating
name of the Royal United Kingdom
Benefcent Association
Registered charity number
210729 (England and Wales),
SC047184 (Scotland)

Follow us @IndependentAge

