
What's the difference between 

independent living and 55+ 

communities? 
When you start exploring senior living options, you'll quickly encounter terms 

like "independent living" and "55+ communities." At first glance, they might 

seem similar—both cater to active older adults who want to enjoy their 

retirement years. But they're actually quite different in what they offer, how 
they're structured, and who they serve best. 

Understanding these distinctions can help you make confident decisions about 

which lifestyle aligns with your goals, preferences, and plans for the future. 

In this post, we'll break down what makes independent living and 55+ 

communities unique, explore the key differences between them, and help you 
determine which might be the right fit for your next chapter. 

What is independent living? 

Independent living communities are designed for active older adults who want 

to simplify their daily routines while maintaining an independent lifestyle. These 

communities are typically part of a larger senior living campus that may include 

other levels of personalized care. 

What independent living offers 

• Private apartments or cottages. You have your own space, which is often 
a one or two-bedroom apartment, and sometimes even a cottage. Your 

living space typically has a full kitchen, bathroom, and living area.  

• Maintenance-free living. Say goodbye to yard work, home repairs, and 

property maintenance. The community handles all of that, freeing up your 

time for activities you actually enjoy. 
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• Restaurant-style dining. Most communities offer daily meals in dining 
rooms with flexible schedules. You're not locked into set meal times, so 

you can eat when you want, with whom you want. 

• Housekeeping and laundry services. Regular housekeeping takes care of 

the cleaning, and many communities offer laundry services as well. 
• Robust activities and enrichment programs. From fitness classes to art 

workshops to educational lectures, independent living communities 

create opportunities for social connection and personal growth. 

• Transportation services. Need to get to a doctor's appointment or the 

grocery store? Most communities provide scheduled transportation. 

• Access to additional support when needed. This is a key advantage. If 

your needs change, many independent living communities are part of 

campuses that include assisted living or memory care, making transitions 

seamless. 

The independent living lifestyle 

The atmosphere in independent living feels like a vibrant neighborhood where 

everyone is at a similar life stage. Residents are active, engaged, and enjoy the 

freedom to structure their days however they choose. You might join friends for 

breakfast, attend a fitness class, work on a hobby, or simply relax in your 

apartment—it's entirely up to you. 

The goal is to remove the burdens of home maintenance and daily chores so you 

can focus on relationships, activities, and experiences that bring joy and 

meaning to your life. 

What are 55+ communities? 

55+ communities (sometimes called active adult communities) are age-

restricted neighborhoods where at least one resident in each home must be 55 

or older. These are essentially traditional residential neighborhoods with an age 

requirement. 
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What 55+ communities offer 

• Home ownership or rental. You typically purchase a home (condo, 

townhouse, or single-family) or sign a long-term lease, just like you would 

in any other neighborhood. You own or rent the property and are 

responsible for what happens inside and often outside of it. 

• Amenities and recreation facilities. Many 55+ communities feature 

clubhouses, pools, fitness centers, golf courses, and organized social 

activities. The amenities can be quite impressive, especially in larger 

developments. 

• Maintenance services (varies). Some communities include exterior 

maintenance like lawn care and landscaping in HOA fees. Others require 

you to handle it yourself or hire services independently. 

• Age-restricted environment. The community is designed for adults 55 

and older, creating a peer environment without young children or 

families. 

• Social activities and clubs. Residents often organize clubs, activities, and 
social events through the community clubhouse or homeowners 

association. 

The 55+ community lifestyle 

Living in a 55+ community feels much like living in any other neighborhood, with 

the main difference being that your neighbors are in a similar age range.  

You manage your own home, cook your own meals, and handle daily tasks 

independently. The community provides amenities and social opportunities, but 

the day-to-day responsibility of homeownership remains with you. 

These communities appeal to active adults who want to maintain a traditional 

home lifestyle while enjoying amenities and a built-in social network of peers. 
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Key differences between independent living and 55+ 
communities 

While both serve active older adults, the differences between these options are 
significant and affect nearly every aspect of daily life. 

Feature Independent Living 55+ Communities 

Housing model Apartment or cottage rental 

within a senior living 

campus 

Home purchase or long-term 

rental in age-restricted 

neighborhood 

Meals Daily dining services 

included, restaurant-style 

with flexible hours 

No meal services—you 

prepare your own meals in 

your home 

Housekeeping Regular housekeeping 

services included 

You handle your own 

housekeeping or hire services 

independently 

Maintenance All maintenance and repairs 

handled by community 

Varies by community; often 
responsible for interior and 

sometimes exterior 

maintenance 

Services 

included 

Comprehensive: dining, 

housekeeping, activities, 

transportation, some 

utilities 

Limited: typically just access 

to amenities and common 

areas 
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Monthly cost 

structure 

All-inclusive monthly fee 

covering housing, services, 

and amenities 

Mortgage/rent plus HOA fees, 

plus all living expenses 

separately 

Activities and 

programming 

Professionally planned and 

staffed enrichment 
programs daily 

Resident-organized activities 

and clubs, use of amenity 

spaces 

Care continuum Often located on campus 
with assisted living and 

memory care available 

No care services on-site; 

would need to move if care 

needs increase 

Age requirement Typically 62+ or varies by 

community 

At least one resident must be 

55+ 

Lifestyle focus Maintenance-free living 

with emphasis on services 

and social enrichment 

Traditional homeownership 

with age-appropriate 

amenities 

Level of 

independence 

High independence with 

services that simplify daily 

life 

Complete independence with 

full homeownership 

responsibilities 

Which lifestyle is right for you? 

Choosing between independent living and a 55+ community depends on several 

factors, including your desired lifestyle, future planning, and personal 

preferences. 

Consider independent living if you: 

• Want to simplify your daily routine and eliminate household chores. 
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• Value having meals prepared and served in a community dining setting. 

• Appreciate having activities, transportation, and services organized for 

you. 

• Want the security of knowing additional levels of personalized care are 

available if your needs change. 

• Prefer an all-inclusive monthly fee rather than managing multiple bills 

and expenses. 

• Are ready to transition away from home maintenance responsibilities 

entirely. 

• Value a built-in social structure with professionally planned programming. 

Consider a 55+ community if you: 

• Enjoy maintaining your own home and aren't ready to give up 

homeownership. 

• Prefer cooking your own meals and managing your own household. 

• Want more space or the option of a single-family home with a yard. 

• Are comfortable organizing your own social activities and daily routines. 

• Don't anticipate needing additional care services in the foreseeable 

future. 

• Value the investment aspect of home ownership. 

• Are looking for an active adult environment with amenities but not 

comprehensive services. 

Planning for the future 

One often-overlooked consideration when choosing between these options is 

what happens if your needs change down the road. 

The independent living advantage for future planning 

Independent living communities are typically part of a broader senior living 

campus. If you develop health challenges or need assistance with daily 
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activities, you can often transition to assisted living or memory care without 
leaving the community where you've built friendships and routines. This 

continuity can be enormously valuable. 

Many independent living residents appreciate knowing this safety net exists, 

even if they don't need it now. It removes one significant source of worry about 

the future. 

The 55+ community approach to changing needs 

In a 55+ community, if your care needs increase beyond what you can manage 

independently, you'll likely need to move to a different type of community that 
provides personalized care services. This means leaving the home you've made, 

the neighborhood you know, and the friends you've developed. 

Some people plan for this possibility by researching senior living communities in 

their area while they're still thriving in their 55+ home. Others prefer to cross 

that bridge when they come to it. 

The financial picture 

Understanding the cost structures can help you make informed decisions and 

plan your budget appropriately. 

Independent living costs 

Independent living typically involves a monthly rental fee that covers your 

apartment, all meals, housekeeping, maintenance, activities, transportation, 

and many utilities.  

While the monthly fee might seem higher at first glance, it includes services 

you'd otherwise pay for separately. 

Some communities may also have an entrance fee or community fee, though 

this varies widely. The benefit of this all-inclusive approach is predictable 

monthly expenses and fewer surprise costs. 
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55+ community costs 

In a 55+ community, you'll have a mortgage or rent payment, HOA fees, property 

taxes (if you own), homeowners insurance, utilities, groceries, housekeeping 

services (if desired), maintenance and repairs, and other typical homeownership 

expenses. While individual costs might seem lower, they add up and can be less 

predictable. 

The investment potential of owning property is a consideration for some people, 

as you may build equity that you wouldn't in an independent living apartment. 

Making your decision 

Both independent living and 55+ communities offer valuable lifestyles for active 
older adults—they're just designed for different preferences and priorities. 

• Visit both types of communities. Schedule tours, have meals, talk with 

current residents, and get a feel for the daily atmosphere. The experience 

of being there will tell you far more than any brochure. 

• Think about your daily priorities. Do you love cooking, or would you 

rather someone else handle meals? Do you find yard work therapeutic, or 

is it a burden? Your honest answers will point you in the right direction. 

• Consider your health trajectory. While none of us can predict the future 

perfectly, thinking realistically about potential care needs can help you 

make a choice that serves you well long-term. 

• Talk with your family. Your loved ones may have insights or concerns 

worth considering, especially if they'll be involved in supporting you as 

you age. 

• Trust your instincts. After gathering information, pay attention to which 
option feels right. Your gut reaction often reflects what will truly make you 
happy. 
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Find the lifestyle that fits 

Independent living and 55+ communities both create opportunities for active, 

engaged retirement living—they just do it in different ways. Independent living 
offers comprehensive services and a simplified lifestyle with built-in support for 

changing needs. 55+ communities provide traditional homeownership in an 

age-appropriate setting with amenities and social opportunities. 

The choice isn't about which is objectively better, but rather which aligns with 

your lifestyle preferences, future plans, and personal priorities. 

At Kisco, our independent living communities combine maintenance-free living 

with vibrant social opportunities and the peace of mind that comes from having 

a full continuum of care available on campus. Explore our communities and 

discover how independent living can support the lifestyle you envision for your 

next chapter. 
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