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A NOTE FROM GEORGE

The Decision Behind the Destination
Retirement relocation is one of the most consequential decisions a person or couple will make.

It is not simply a question of choosing a warmer climate, finding a lower-maintenance home or living closer to the 
beach.  It  is  a  decision  about  how  you  want  the  next  chapter  of  your  life  to  feel—and whether  a  particular  
community can support that vision financially, socially and emotionally.

That is why this report approaches retiree relocation differently.

Most relocation guides concentrate on home prices, taxes, weather and amenities. Those factors are important,  
but they do not fully explain why someone who has spent decades building a home, career, identity and network of  
relationships finally decides to leave—or why the Greater Sarasota–Manatee area may feel right to one household 
while Naples or Fort Myers feels right to another.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT

The State of Retiree Relocation on Florida’s Gulf Coast 2026 examines both the destination and the 
decision behind it.

Inside the report, we explore

 Why retirees continue to choose Florida’s Gulf Coast.
 Where today’s relocating households are coming from.
 The demographic forces creating a sustained retirement-migration wave.
 The psychological and emotional process involved in leaving a longtime home.
 What retirees are looking for in a home, community and lifestyle.
 How the Greater Sarasota–Manatee area compares with Naples and Fort Myers.
 The differences in housing costs, insurance, taxes and ongoing ownership expenses.
 How culture, healthcare, airport access, beach proximity and authenticity influence the final choice.
 The importance of storm resilience, insurability and long-term aging-in-place planning.
 A practical process for testing a destination before making a permanent commitment.

The purpose is not to declare one Gulf Coast market universally better than another. Each community offers a  
different version of retirement.

Naples is particularly attractive to buyers seeking privacy, luxury, club life and a highly polished environment. Fort 
Myers and Lee County offer boating, regional scale, airport access and a wider range of housing options. Greater  
Sarasota–Manatee often occupies the middle path—combining Sarasota’s beaches, cultural depth and healthcare 
with Lakewood Ranch and Manatee County’s newer planned communities and active-adult  choices within one 
interconnected regional identity.

THE CENTRAL IDEA

The right answer depends on the life you want to live.
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ABOUT GEORGE LATOS

Relocation  guidance  informed  by  personal 
experience
My interest in relocation is both professional and personal.

Before moving to Florida, my wife, Emily, and I spent approximately 40 years in California after earlier chapters in 
Brooklyn and Manhattan. We ultimately chose Lakewood Ranch and Florida’s Gulf Coast because we were looking  
for a different quality of life, a growing community, greater financial efficiency and better access to the activities 
and experiences that mattered to us.

I  understand  that  a  relocation  decision  is  rarely  immediate  or  simple.  It  involves  leaving  behind  familiar 
neighborhoods, friendships, family routines and a home that may hold decades of memories. It can also involve 
two people imagining retirement differently and trying to find a destination that works for both.

As a REALTOR® with Zachos Realty and Design Group, I specialize in helping people evaluate Lakewood Ranch, the 
Greater Sarasota–Manatee area and Florida’s Gulf Coast through the lens of relocation, new construction, 55+ 
living and long-term value.

My role is not simply to show homes. It is to help buyers understand the differences among communities, recognize 
the true cost of ownership, evaluate lifestyle and location trade-offs, and avoid making a permanent decision based  
on a temporary vacation experience.

The process begins before the first home tour

We first need to understand the life the home must support: how you want to spend your time, the people you 
need to remain connected to, the activities that will give your days purpose, the level of financial predictability you 
want and how the home may need to serve you in the future.

This report was created to help begin that conversation.

My hope is that it gives you a clearer understanding of Florida’s Gulf Coast, helps you ask better questions and 
brings you closer to a decision that feels right—not only on closing day, but for many years afterward.

GEORGE LATOS

REALTOR® with Zachos Realty and Design Group
Greater Sarasota–Manatee, Lakewood Ranch & Florida’s Gulf Coast
941-685-9412  •  george@georgelatos.com  •  georgelatos.com
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EXECUTIVE BRIEF

A  lifestyle  migration  with  financial 
consequences
The Gulf Coast retirement move is rarely about sunshine alone. It is a negotiation among identity, 
belonging, freedom, family, risk and the practical design of everyday life.

CENTRAL FINDING

Greater Sarasota–Manatee increasingly occupies the “middle path” of Southwest Florida retirement: 
Sarasota supplies cultural depth, urban texture and coastal identity, while Lakewood Ranch and Manatee 
County expand the choice of newer master-planned and active-adult communities.

Six findings

1. The demand wave is structural — More than 4.1 million Americans are projected to turn 65 each year through 
2027—over 11,200 per day on average. Not all will move, but even a modest relocation share produces 
durable demand.[1]

2. The move is selective — AARP reports that 73% of adults 50+ want to remain in their community, while 44% 
expect they may relocate at some point. The people who move have crossed a meaningful emotional 
threshold.[2]

3. Origins are diversified but familiar — IRS all-mover data show New York, New Jersey, Illinois, Massachusetts, 
Ohio, Michigan and Pennsylvania as recurring feeder states for Sarasota, Lee and Collier counties.[3]

4. Greater Sarasota–Manatee wins on balance — Its strongest proposition is not being the least expensive or most 
exclusive. The connected region combines beaches, healthcare, arts and established Sarasota neighborhoods 
with Lakewood Ranch and Manatee County’s newer planned and 55+ communities.

5. The true budget is more than purchase price — Insurance, flood exposure, property-tax reset, HOA or club 
obligations, roof and wind-mitigation status, condo reserves, maintenance and bridge time can materially 
change the lived cost.

6. A successful move needs an integration plan — The home is only the platform. Retirees also need repeatable 
routines, purpose, friendships, healthcare access and a place identity that still feels right after the vacation 
glow fades.
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SCOPE & METHOD

What  this  report  covers—and  what  the 
numbers mean
The Florida Gulf Coast is vast. This report concentrates on the central and southwest corridor, 
comparing the Greater Sarasota–Manatee relocation market with Fort Myers/Lee County and 
Naples/Collier County.

Geographic lens

Throughout this report, “Greater Sarasota–Manatee” describes the interconnected relocation market that includes 
the City of Sarasota, Sarasota County, Manatee County and Lakewood Ranch. Lakewood Ranch itself crosses the 
Sarasota–Manatee  county  line,  while  Cresswind  Lakewood Ranch,  Del  Webb Lakewood Ranch  and  Del  Webb 
Catalina—the three major 55+ communities discussed in this report—are in Manatee County. These communities 
share  the  region’s  cultural,  healthcare,  airport  and  lifestyle  ecosystem  even  though  county  taxes,  services,  
insurance experience and property-level conditions may differ.

HOW NAMES ARE USED

“City of Sarasota” refers to the municipality; “Sarasota County” and “Manatee County” identify county-
specific facts or statistics; “Greater Sarasota–Manatee” refers to the broader connected destination. In 
tables using county datasets, the Sarasota column represents Sarasota County only—not the entire 
Sarasota–Manatee market.

Naples represents the luxury- and club-oriented Collier County proposition. Fort Myers represents the larger, more  
varied Lee County market, including a river-city core, extensive boating culture and access to Fort Myers Beach, 
Sanibel and Captiva.

How to read the evidence

Evidence What it tells us Important limit

IRS migration, CY 2022–23 Origin counties/states for people filing in a new 
county

All tax filers—not retirees only; enhanced matching 
begins this series

Census QuickFacts Population, age, tenure, housing value and 
income

County-level structural context, not a live home-price 
index

Florida OIR Average property premiums by county Data as of Mar. 31, 2025; actual quotes vary 
materially

AARP preferences Housing/community intentions of adults 50+ National preferences; local households differ
RASM June 2026 Current Sarasota single-family market snapshot Monthly market conditions can change quickly

“Retiree” is used here as a life-stage category, not a claim that every older adult has stopped working. Many Gulf  
Coast buyers are semi-retired, consulting, running businesses, caring for family or dividing time between states.

DATA DISCIPLINE

Every dated statistic is labeled. Where no retiree-only local dataset exists, this report triangulates general 
migration, age structure and preference research—and marks interpretation as synthesis rather than 
measured fact.
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The 2026 read

The near-term market is more negotiable than the frenzy years, but the demographic and lifestyle drivers remain.  
In Sarasota County’s June 2026 single-family market, the median sale price was $492,450, cash represented 39.0% 
of closed sales, and sellers received a median 94.4% of original list price—evidence of active demand alongside  
meaningful buyer leverage.[4]

THE DEMOGRAPHIC WAVE

Peak 65 changes the size of the conversation
Retirement relocation is not a one-season trend. It sits inside the largest concentration of Americans 
reaching traditional retirement age in history.

PEAK 65 ZONE

More than 4.1 million Americans are projected to turn 65 each year through 2027—over 11,200 per day 
on average. The 2025 peak approached roughly 11,400 per day.[1]

Why the wave matters locally

 A large affluent cohort is converting work-centered lives into place-centered lives.
 Remote and flexible work blur the boundary between pre-retirement and retirement migration.
 Home equity accumulated in northern and higher-cost metros can become Gulf Coast purchasing power.
 The move is increasingly framed around “health span”: active years, social connection and ease of daily living—

not only leisure.
 Adult children and grandchildren influence airport access, guest space and the willingness to move full-time.

But demographics do not guarantee a sale

Most older adults prefer continuity. AARP finds that 75% of adults 50+ want to stay in their current home and 73%  
want to stay in their community for as long as possible. Yet 44% expect to relocate at some point.[2] That gap 
explains  why  retirement  relocation  often  takes  years:  dreaming,  seasonal  visits,  renting,  downsizing,  testing 
healthcare and social fit, then committing.

The implication for Gulf Coast communities

The competitive advantage is no longer simply warm weather and a pool. Destinations must deliver a believable  
answer to four questions: Can I afford the life? Can I manage the life later? Will my people still feel close? Will I  
recognize myself here?

STRATEGIC IMPLICATION

The most durable Gulf Coast demand will accrue to communities that combine lifestyle pleasure with 
credible long-term infrastructure: medical care, accessible homes, transportation options, social 
institutions, storm resilience and housing choices that work beyond the first decade.
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WHERE MOVERS COME FROM

Northern  and  Midwestern  feeder  states 
dominate the pattern
The latest IRS county-to-county migration series shows a recurring source-market pattern across the 
three comparison counties.

New York is the largest out-of-state source in Sarasota and Lee; Illinois leads in Collier, with New York close behind.  
New Jersey and Massachusetts are also prominent in all  three. Ohio, Michigan and Pennsylvania add a strong 
Midwest and Great Lakes corridor.[3]

What the pattern suggests

 Existing social networks reduce perceived risk. Friends, relatives, former colleagues and hometown clubs can 
make an unfamiliar place feel pre-approved.

 Direct or convenient air connections matter because family ties remain in the origin state.
 Equity arbitrage can help—especially for movers leaving expensive Northeast markets—but taxes, insurance 

and association costs must be modeled honestly.
 In-state moves are also substantial. Sarasota’s largest county feeders include neighboring Manatee and 

Charlotte, showing that the market is not solely an interstate retirement story.

METHOD NOTE

IRS “returns” approximate tax-filing households and “exemptions” approximate people. These data 
describe all movers, not retirees specifically; they are used as an origin pattern around retirement-
oriented destinations.
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WHY THE GULF COAST

The  destination  bundle:  climate,  water, 
freedom and belonging
The Gulf Coast wins when its attributes reinforce one another. Retirees are not buying a list of 
amenities; they are buying a new operating system for daily life.

Driver Functional value Emotional meaning

Warm winters More days for walking, golf, boating and dining 
outdoors

Release from winter limitation; a sense of regained time

Water & beaches Recreation, scenery, cooling breezes and visitor appeal Calm, reward, ritual and the image of “having arrived”
Florida tax structure No state individual income tax; homestead benefits 

may apply
Control, efficiency and permission to enjoy accumulated 
assets

Low-maintenance 
housing

Less yard work, newer systems, amenities and lock-
and-leave options

Freedom from the burdens of the family home

Social ecosystems Clubs, volunteering, faith communities, arts and 
organized activities

A fast path to identity and friendship

Family access Airports, guest rooms and a desirable place for visits Staying connected without staying geographically fixed

The pull is strongest when paired with a push

The move often accelerates after a trigger: another difficult winter, retirement from a role, a health event, loss of a  
spouse, rising taxes, children moving away, or fatigue with maintaining a large house. The Gulf Coast then becomes 
the visible answer to an invisible question: “What should the next chapter feel like?”

Florida’s tax appeal—in context

Florida does not impose a state individual income tax, and eligible primary residences may receive homestead 
benefits  and  Save  Our  Homes  assessment  limitations.[5]  Those  features  can  be  meaningful,  but  they  do  not 
eliminate property tax, insurance, HOA, CDD, club or maintenance costs. A lifestyle budget should compare the full  
annual household system, not a single tax line.

A USEFUL DISTINCTION

People do not move to a state; they move into a Tuesday. The decisive test is whether the ordinary 
Tuesday—groceries, friends, medical appointments, traffic, weather and routines—feels better than the 
life left behind.
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DECISION PSYCHOLOGY

A  retirement  move  is  both  separation  and 
reinvention
Later-life relocation carries unusually high emotional stakes because home, identity, memory and 
social status have often accumulated in one place for decades.

The six tensions beneath the decision

1. Continuity vs. reinvention — Leaving a familiar place can feel like losing a version of oneself; moving can also 
create permission to become more active, social or adventurous.

2. Freedom vs. family guilt — The mover wants autonomy but may fear missing grandchildren, caregiving duties or 
family rituals.

3. Dream vs. risk — Beach imagery competes with hurricane exposure, unfamiliar insurance, healthcare 
uncertainty and fear of making an irreversible mistake.

4. Togetherness vs. couple mismatch — Partners often retire on different emotional calendars. One seeks activity 
and community; the other seeks privacy, familiarity or proximity to family.

5. Status vs. authenticity — A prestigious address can signal achievement, while a more textured neighborhood 
may feel more human and easier to inhabit.

6. Present self vs. future self — The ideal home at 66 may not serve the same household at 78. Stairs, driving 
dependence, medical access and social support enter the decision.

The seven-stage emotional journey

Stage Primary question Common risk

Trigger Why now? Reacting to one event
Permission Are we allowed to leave? Guilt or identity loss
Exploration Could this be us? Vacation bias
Risk encounter What could go wrong? Analysis paralysis
Identity fit Who would we be here? Choosing image over belonging
Commitment How permanent? Buying before testing
Integration How do we build a life? Isolation after the novelty fades

Research  on  place  attachment  shows  why  the  decision  is  hard:  older  adults’  bonds  to  home  are  social,  
autobiographical  and identity-based,  not merely practical.[6][7]  Relocation can disrupt friendships,  so the plan 
must include relationship maintenance and local connection—not only housing.[8]
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PSYCHOLOGY & AUTHENTICITY

Being  ready  to  leave  is  not  the  same  as 
knowing where you belong
A durable retirement move needs both a compelling reason to leave and a clearly imagined life to 
move toward.

The pull must be stronger than the push

Most retirement moves begin with a push: another difficult winter, increasing taxes, the burden of maintaining a 
large home, retirement from a career, a health event or the desire to live differently.

But push factors only explain why someone is ready to leave. They do not identify the right destination. The pull 
comes from a different set of questions: Where will we belong? What will give our days structure and purpose?  
Where can we imagine becoming regulars rather than visitors? What kind of community reflects the people we are
—and the people we hope to become?

A move driven primarily by escape can feel successful during the first season and disappointing after the novelty  
fades. A durable relocation decision needs both: a compelling reason to leave and a clearly imagined life to move  
toward.

Authenticity is more than appearance

Emerging research suggests that older adults respond not only to the beauty or functionality of an environment,  
but also to whether it feels familiar, believable and emotionally compatible with the life they recognize as their  
own.

This can be described as aesthetic authenticity. It does not simply mean historic architecture, natural materials or 
an unpolished neighborhood. It means that the physical setting, social atmosphere and daily rhythms feel coherent  
rather than manufactured—and allow the person to imagine being at home rather than continually feeling like a 
guest.

A  2025  study  found  that  aesthetic  authenticity  helped  shape  favorable  attitudes  toward  retirement-home 
relocation. The research examined older adults in urban China rather than American Gulf Coast buyers, so it should 
be treated as supporting psychological evidence—not a direct measurement of Florida relocation behavior.[16] Its 
broader principle is still useful: environmental fit can influence identity, attitude and willingness to move.
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BELONGING & COMMUNITY

Retirees are not all looking for the same social 
world
The right community structure depends on how a household expects friendships, purpose and 
everyday connection to develop.

Two different forms of belonging

Some  retirees  are  drawn to  communities  with  a  concentrated  population  of  similarly  aged  residents.  Shared 
cultural references, comparable life stages and organized activities can make it easier to form friendships quickly.  
Active-adult communities can provide an effective social landing place for newcomers.

Others prefer an intergenerational environment with working adults, families, children and retirees sharing the 
same community.  They may value the energy,  variety and continuity  of  ordinary civic  life  more than a highly  
programmed retirement identity.

Community model What it can provide Question to test

Peer-oriented / 55+ Fast social entry, shared life stage, organized activities and 
age-focused amenities

Do we want the community to organize much 
of our social life?

Intergenerational Broader civic energy, varied ages, organic neighborhood 
contact and continuity with ordinary community life

Will we intentionally build friendships 
without a programmed structure?

Blended regional choice Access to both peer communities and mixed-age cultural, 
recreational and civic institutions

Can we combine an easy social landing place 
with the wider life we want?

Why the distinction matters

Neither model is inherently better. The decision is whether the buyer wants immediate peer-group familiarity, 
broader generational variety or a community that offers some of both. A mismatch can leave an active-adult buyer 
feeling over-programmed—or leave a mixed-age buyer waiting for friendships that never form automatically.

The Greater Sarasota–Manatee advantage

Greater Sarasota–Manatee is distinctive because buyers can choose among 55+ communities, mixed-age master-
planned neighborhoods, established Sarasota city districts and coastal communities within one connected region. 
In  Lakewood  Ranch,  the  major  active-adult  choices  discussed  here—Cresswind  Lakewood  Ranch,  Del  Webb 
Lakewood Ranch and Del Webb Catalina—are located in Manatee County. That range lets a household select not 
only a home style, but also the degree to which retirement becomes its primary social identity.

The practical test

Do not ask only, “Which destination looks most impressive?” Ask, “Which environment feels most compatible with 
the way we genuinely want to live?”
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WHAT RETIREES ARE LOOKING FOR

The  house,  the  community  and  the  future 
need to agree
Preference research and Gulf Coast buyer behavior converge around independence, manageable 
ownership and access to meaningful daily life.

The home

 Single-level living or an elevator strategy; minimal thresholds and adaptable bathrooms.
 Primary suite, everyday living and laundry on the main floor.
 Guest or flex space that supports family visits without dominating the footprint.
 Storm-resistant features, recent roof and openings, understandable flood exposure and good maintenance 

records.
 Outdoor living with shade, privacy and a realistic maintenance plan.
 Predictable association, club and reserve obligations—with documents reviewed before commitment.

The community

 A repeatable social environment: neighbors, clubs, volunteering, arts, worship or sports.
 Proximity to healthcare, groceries, pharmacy, fitness and preferred restaurants.
 Airport access aligned with where family actually lives.
 Walkability or short-drive convenience; not merely a beautiful entrance.
 A choice between organized amenity life and organic neighborhood life.

The future

 Resale liquidity and a broad buyer pool.
 A plan for driving less, receiving help or moving again if health changes.
 Room in the budget for insurance volatility, special assessments and travel back home.

AARP finds that roughly two-thirds of adults 50+ would consider downsizing, while only about 32% express interest  
in an active-adult community; the traditional single-family home remains the ideal for 75%.[2] The lesson is not 
“everyone wants a 55+ community.” It is that retirees want choice in how much structure, age-segmentation and  
maintenance they accept.

THE JOB-TO-BE-DONE

The ideal retirement home reduces friction without shrinking the life. It should make desired routines 
easier, protect optionality and leave enough financial and emotional capacity for travel, relationships and 
purpose.
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THREE-MARKET COMPARISON

Greater  Sarasota–Manatee,  Fort  Myers  and 
Naples serve different retirement identities
No market wins every category. The right choice depends on the household’s desired social signal, daily 
rhythm, budget and tolerance for variability.

Dimension Sarasota Fort Myers / Lee Naples / Collier

Core promise Culture + coast + choice Value + boating + regional scale Luxury + privacy + polish
65+ share 38.8% 29.2% 34.8%
Median owner value $411,800 $362,200 $540,700
Homeowners premium $3,453 $3,631 $5,524
Cultural identity Arts-led, historic, layered River-city, working, diverse Curated, club-oriented, refined
Beach reality Multiple keys; bridge/season effects Destination beaches; longer from city 

core
Coastal access varies sharply by inland 
distance

Best fit Balanced lifestyle seeker Pragmatic value/boating seeker Luxury/privacy/status seeker

The Sarasota column above uses Sarasota County data so the comparison remains county-to-county; it should not 
be read as a measurement of the entire Greater Sarasota–Manatee market. County values are structural context,  
not current listing prices. Insurance figures are county averages including wind coverage reported by Florida OIR 
with data as of March 31, 2025; an individual quote may differ substantially.[9]
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WHY GREATER SARASOTA–MANATEE

The  middle  path:  sophisticated,  coastal  and 
still residential
The region’s advantage is the breadth of lifestyles available within one connected Sarasota–Manatee 
identity.

Why it wins

 The City of Sarasota’s mature arts ecosystem—including professional theater, opera, museums and 
performance venues—adds depth beyond seasonal recreation.

 Distinct coastal choices: Siesta Key, Lido Key, Longboat Key and mainland neighborhoods create different 
relationships to water.

 An established Sarasota city core and older neighborhoods coexist with Lakewood Ranch and newer master-
planned communities across Sarasota and Manatee counties.

 Cresswind Lakewood Ranch, Del Webb Lakewood Ranch and Del Webb Catalina provide three major 55+ 
choices in the Manatee County portion of the market.

 Sarasota Memorial’s regional presence provides a visible healthcare anchor.[10]
 SRQ offers convenient regional air access, while Tampa remains an additional option for some trips.
 The county’s 38.8% age-65+ share signals a mature ecosystem of services and social infrastructure for older 

adults.[11]

Why choose Greater Sarasota–Manatee over Naples?

Greater Sarasota–Manatee can feel less exclusively luxury-coded and more culturally layered. Sarasota County data  
show a lower median owner-occupied housing value than Collier County, while the broader region adds more ways  
to choose among downtown energy, barrier-island ease, golf, newer construction and Manatee County active-adult 
living without adopting one dominant social script.

Why choose Greater Sarasota–Manatee over Fort Myers?

The differentiator is  concentration and connection:  Sarasota’s  arts,  dining,  beaches and established residential 
districts  combine  with  Lakewood Ranch  and  Manatee  County’s  planned-community  choices  to  form a  legible 
lifestyle  brand.  Fort  Myers/Lee  offers  broader  regional  scale  and lower  structural  housing  value,  but  Greater 
Sarasota–Manatee can feel  more  immediately  coherent  to  buyers  seeking  a  ready-made cultural,  coastal  and 
master-planned identity.

WATCH-OUTS

Greater Sarasota–Manatee is not inexpensive, and it is not administratively uniform. Seasonal traffic, 
bridge dependence, insurance and flood exposure, older housing stock, condo obligations and east–west 
drive times must be tested address by address. County taxes, services and property conditions differ, and 
“Sarasota area” can describe very different daily lives.
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WHY NAPLES

Refinement,  service  and  the  logic  of  quiet 
luxury
Naples is compelling when a buyer wants a highly curated environment, premium coastal real estate 
and a dense club-and-amenity ecosystem.

Why it wins

 A strong luxury and private-club identity makes social expectations easy to read.
 Polished streetscapes, high-service communities, golf and dining support a resort-like daily rhythm.
 Artis—Naples, the Naples Philharmonic and The Baker Museum provide substantial cultural infrastructure.[12]
 NCH’s regional network offers broad local healthcare access across Collier and Lee counties.[13]
 A large seasonal population supports high-end services, philanthropy and organized social life.

The trade-off

Collier County’s median owner-occupied housing value is the highest of the three comparison counties at $540,700,  
and its average homeowners premium was $5,524 in Florida OIR’s March 2025 county data. Club equity, dues, 
association fees, inland-to-coast distance and seasonal congestion can add to the total cost.[9][11]

Authenticity—on its own terms

Naples is sometimes described as “too polished,” but that misses the point. Its authenticity is intentional: order, 
privacy, service, beauty and a shared standard of presentation. For households that value spontaneity, eclectic 
neighborhoods or a visibly working city, that polish may feel less organic. For others, it is precisely the product.

BEST-FIT BUYER

The household that values privacy, club life, high service levels, prestige and controlled aesthetics—and is 
comfortable paying a premium for consistency.
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WHY FORT MYERS

Regional  scale,  boating  access  and  practical 
optionality
Fort Myers and Lee County offer a wider range of price points and community types than a single resort 
identity can capture.

Why it wins

 The lowest median owner-occupied value of the three comparison counties creates a wider structural 
affordability range.[11]

 A strong boating and Caloosahatchee River identity appeals to water-oriented households.
 RSW provides nonstop service to more than 75 destinations through 15 carriers, supporting family access and 

travel.[14]
 Lee Health operates a broad regional system with multiple hospitals and extensive outpatient services.[15]
 The market includes downtown and river districts, suburban communities, golf, acreage, Cape Coral canal living 

and coastal islands.

The trade-off

Lee County is large, and its lifestyle can be geographically dispersed. Fort Myers proper is not Fort Myers Beach. A 
home that looks “near the coast” on a map may involve bridges, causeways and seasonal traffic. Neighborhood 
quality, rebuilding progress, flood exposure and amenity access vary significantly by submarket.

Authenticity—more lived-in than staged

Fort Myers can feel more like a working Southwest Florida region than a singular luxury destination. That brings  
texture, diversity and practical value, but also more unevenness. Buyers who want boating, airport convenience 
and choice may prefer that realism to a more controlled resort environment.

BEST-FIT BUYER

The pragmatic mover who values regional healthcare, boating, RSW access and a broad housing search—
and is willing to compare submarkets carefully instead of buying a single destination brand.
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THE TRUE COST OF GULF COAST LIVING

Purchase price is only the opening line of the 
budget
A retirement decision should be underwritten as an annual lifestyle system, including costs that arrive 
irregularly.

Cost layer Questions to ask before purchase Why it matters

Property tax What will assessed value likely reset to? Homestead eligible? 
Portability?

The seller’s tax bill is not the buyer’s future bill

Homeowners & wind Roof age? Opening protection? Deductibles? Replacement cost? Premium and insurability affect annual cost and 
resale

Flood Flood zone? Elevation? Prior claims? Separate quote? Flood is generally separate from homeowners 
coverage

HOA / CDD / club Annual dues, capital fees, equity, food minimum, increases? Lifestyle amenities can be fixed obligations
Condo reserves Milestone inspection? Reserve study? Assessments? Insurance? Low dues can hide deferred capital needs
Maintenance Pool, landscape, pest, HVAC, roof, corrosion, storm prep? Coastal conditions accelerate some wear
Mobility Bridge time, tolls, airport, medical and grocery drives? Time and driving dependence are real lifestyle 

costs
Travel & family How often will you return north? Guest capacity or hotel? Relocation can increase relationship-

maintenance costs

Comparable county context

Metric Sarasota Lee Collier

Median owner value $411,800 $362,200 $540,700
Monthly owner cost—with mortgage $1,976 $1,921 $2,390
Monthly owner cost—without mortgage $783 $758 $985
Median gross rent $1,818 $1,712 $1,862
Average homeowners premium $3,453 $3,631 $5,524

Housing and monthly costs come from Census QuickFacts; premiums are Florida OIR county averages including  
wind coverage as of March 31, 2025.[9][11] These are planning anchors, not quotes.

BUDGET RULE

Model a conservative five-year ownership range, not one “normal” year. Include an insurance buffer, a 
capital-repair reserve and the possibility of association increases or special assessments.
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BEACH PROXIMITY

Own near the beach—or own a beach-access 
lifestyle?
“Minutes to the beach” is one of the least reliable relocation claims. The lived experience depends on 
bridges, parking, season, storm recovery and the time of day.

Sarasota

Multiple barrier islands create several beach identities: Siesta’s broad public draw, Lido’s connection to St. Armands 
and downtown, Longboat’s quieter residential character, and Venice’s smaller-city rhythm. Mainland buyers may 
have choice, but bridge and seasonal traffic can change the trip materially.

Naples

Naples offers coveted near-coast neighborhoods and a strong city-beach relationship, yet “Naples” also covers 
inland communities where beach access is a deliberate drive. Luxury golf living and beach living can be separate 
products.

Fort Myers

Fort Myers is a river city; Fort Myers Beach, Sanibel and Captiva are distinct destinations. From many Lee County 
homes, the beach trip is causeway- and traffic-sensitive. Buyers should distinguish boating access, water views and 
true beach convenience.

The four-route test

1. Beach — Drive from the candidate home to the beach at the time and season you expect to go.

2. Healthcare — Drive to the likely primary-care and hospital system—not the nearest urgent care.

3. Family — Drive to the airport or test the actual door-to-door trip family members will use.

4. Ordinary life — Drive to groceries, pharmacy, fitness, favorite dining and a plausible weekly social activity.

DECISION RULE

If the beach is a weekly ritual, optimize for access. If it is a monthly pleasure, do not overpay for a location 
that compromises healthcare, community, home design or long-term budget.
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CULTURE & AUTHENTICITY

The emotional fit  is  often hiding in the local 
texture
Authenticity is not the absence of polish. It is the degree to which a place’s identity matches the life 
the buyer genuinely wants to lead.

Market Cultural signature What feels authentic Possible mismatch

Greater Sarasota–
Manatee

Sarasota arts and barrier islands; 
Lakewood Ranch and Manatee 
planned communities

Layered neighborhoods; creative institutions; 
coastal, established and new Florida together

Lakewood Ranch and east-county 
life may feel different from 
coastal Sarasota

Naples Fine arts, philanthropy, luxury retail, 
dining, clubs and golf

Intentional beauty, privacy, service and a 
shared standard

May feel highly curated or socially 
coded to some buyers

Fort Myers River history, boating, Edison–Ford 
legacy, regional working city

Lived-in Southwest Florida; variety and practical 
energy

Greater unevenness; lifestyle 
nodes can be spread out

A place-identity test

 Where would you become a regular—not a visitor?
 What would you do on a Tuesday night in August?
 Do you want scheduled social infrastructure or spontaneous neighborhood contact?
 Would you rather live near the cultural institution, the club, the marina, the beach or the grandchildren’s 

airport route?
 Does the community reward the version of yourself you want to become?

The Greater Sarasota–Manatee region is differentiated by the combination of Sarasota’s cultural depth and coastal 
identity  with  Lakewood Ranch and Manatee County’s  planned-community  choices.  Naples  offers  a  clear  high-
service social ecosystem. Fort Myers offers breadth and fewer demands to conform to a single aesthetic. None is 
universally more authentic; each is authentic to a different promise.

THE BEST SIGN

When buyers begin describing specific routines—morning walk, volunteer shift, rehearsal, marina day, 
dinner with neighbors—the destination has moved from fantasy to fit.
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HEALTHCARE & AGING IN PLACE

The long-term value of convenience rises with 
every decade
A strong retirement market must work for active life now and more complex care later.

Regional anchors

Area Health-system context Planning implication

Sarasota Sarasota Memorial’s flagship campus is an 839-bed regional medical 
center; the system also operates a full-service Venice hospital.[10]

Strong anchor; confirm specialists and drive 
times from barrier islands/east county

Fort Myers / Lee Lee Health operates multiple hospitals, including Gulf Coast Medical 
Center, HealthPark, Lee Memorial and Cape Coral Hospital.[15]

Broad regional scale; choose submarket with 
the right hospital corridor

Naples / Collier NCH reports more than 240 providers across 40+ locations in Collier and 
Lee counties.[13]

Strong local network; confirm specialty 
depth and seasonal access

Design for an 80-year-old self

 Main-floor living, low thresholds, wide circulation and a shower that can be adapted.
 A realistic plan for groceries, prescriptions and appointments if driving becomes harder.
 Space for a caregiver, visiting family or a home office that can change function.
 An HOA or condo structure capable of maintaining common elements without chronic underfunding.
 A social environment that notices absence and supports connection.

Aging in place is  not  merely  staying in one house.  It  is  maintaining autonomy within a network of  accessible  
housing, healthcare, mobility, relationships and services. Sometimes the most successful aging-in-place decision is 
moving earlier—while the household still has energy and choice.

PRACTICAL STEP

Before buying, call the intended primary-care practice, identify the likely hospital, verify specialist access 
and drive the route during season. Healthcare should be evaluated as a network, not a pin on a map.
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RISK, RESILIENCE & INSURABILITY

The 2026 buyer’s due diligence is operational
—not cosmetic
Storm exposure is part of coastal living. The goal is not to eliminate risk; it is to understand, price and 
manage it.

Property-level diligence

 Obtain homeowners, wind and flood quotes during the inspection period—not after closing.
 Verify roof age, permit history, wind mitigation, opening protection and replacement-cost assumptions.
 Review elevation, flood zone, prior water intrusion and claims history where available.
 For condos, review milestone inspections, reserve studies, budgets, insurance, meeting minutes and pending 

assessments.
 Understand evacuation zone, power resilience, generator rules and storm-shutter procedures.
 Assess seawall, drainage, landscape and exterior-maintenance responsibilities.

The county averages are only a starting point

Florida OIR reported average homeowners premiums including wind of $3,453 in Sarasota County, $3,631 in Lee 
County and $5,524 in Collier County, based on data as of March 31, 2025.[9] A specific home may quote far above  
or below those averages based on construction, roof, location, limits, deductibles and carrier.

Resilience has resale value

Buyers increasingly distinguish between cosmetic renovation and risk-reducing improvement. A beautiful kitchen 
does not solve an aging roof, weak openings, unclear flood history or underfunded condo reserves. Documentation
—permits, mitigation reports, engineering, maintenance and insurance history—can become part of the property’s  
value proposition.

NON-NEGOTIABLE

Do not compare homes solely on price per square foot. Compare the annual carrying system and the 
property’s ability to remain insurable, financeable, maintainable and comfortable after a major weather 
event.



STATE OF RETIREE RELOCATION  |  2026

GEORGE LATOS  •  941-685-9412  •  GULF COAST RELOCATION REPORT   |   22

SIX RELOCATION PROFILES

The same home can be perfect for one retiree 
and wrong for another
Profiles help households distinguish a true priority from an attractive feature.

Profile Primary motive Likely fit Watch-out

Lifestyle reinventor Activity, culture, new identity Sarasota core, Venice, active mixed-age 
communities

Buying the image without 
joining anything

Family-tethered mover Warmth without losing family 
connection

Airport-convenient mainland locations Underestimating travel cost and 
guest patterns

Tax/value optimizer Deploy equity and control annual spend Lee value nodes; selective Sarasota submarkets Focusing on income tax while 
ignoring carrying costs

Health-span planner Active years now, support later Near healthcare, single-level, service-rich 
communities

Overbuying isolation or driving 
dependence

Seasonal hedger Escape winter, retain northern base Lock-and-leave condo/villa or managed 
community

Duplicated costs and condo 
reserve exposure

Luxury/privacy seeker Service, status, golf, controlled 
aesthetics

Naples/Collier and premium Sarasota enclaves Club and carrying costs; social 
fit

Couples should score separately first

A common failure mode is premature compromise: one partner values beach proximity and social activity; the 
other  values privacy,  family  access and budget certainty.  Each person should independently  rank the top five  
priorities, three fears and two non-negotiables. Compare the lists before viewing homes.

A better buyer brief

 The life we want more of is…
 The burden we want less of is…
 Our weekly anchors will be…
 The people we must stay connected to are…
 Our comfortable annual ownership range is…
 The future change this home must absorb is…

ADVISOR’S ROLE

The best relocation guidance translates identity and routines into geography, housing type, carrying cost 
and risk—not merely bedrooms, baths and square footage.
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THE TWO-CALENDAR TEST

Experience the destination when it is easiest
—and when it is hardest
A short vacation confirms attraction. A structured field test reveals compatibility.

Visit twice

High season: Jan.–Mar. Late summer: Aug.–Sep.

Traffic, restaurant demand and event energy Heat, humidity, storms and quieter social rhythm
Peak community activity and visiting-family appeal Year-round resident experience
Seasonal pricing and beach access pressure Drainage, shade, indoor comfort and daily practicality

Use each visit as a field study

1. Live in the submarket — Rent near the location you are considering rather than staying in a resort.

2. Drive real routes — Beach, doctor, grocery, airport and a likely weekly activity at realistic times.

3. Attend ordinary events — A class, volunteer orientation, faith service, club event or neighborhood gathering.

4. Test the home type — Stay in a condo, villa, golf community or detached home similar to the intended purchase.

5. Price the annual system — Collect current insurance indications, tax estimates, HOA/club documents and 
maintenance assumptions.

6. Notice your body — Track energy, sleep, heat tolerance, walking, traffic stress and how often you actually seek 
the beach.

7. Debrief separately — Each partner writes what felt energizing, draining, surprising and missing before 
discussing.

GREEN LIGHT

You can name the weekly routines, the people or institutions that will anchor you, the realistic annual cost, 
the principal risks and the reason this market fits better than the alternatives.

YELLOW LIGHT

The plan still depends on vacation behavior, constant beach access, unspecified “new friends,” a seller’s 
tax bill, or an insurance estimate that has not been quoted.
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RELOCATION SCORECARD

Score the life—not only the home
Rate each market from 1 (poor fit) to 5 (excellent fit). Weight the categories that matter most, then 
compare the result with your emotional reaction.

Criterion Weight Sarasota Fort Myers Naples Evidence to collect

Annual ownership range ___ ___ ___ ___ Tax estimate, insurance, HOA/club, reserves
Beach ritual ___ ___ ___ ___ In-season route and parking test
Culture & purpose ___ ___ ___ ___ Specific institutions and weekly activities
Healthcare access ___ ___ ___ ___ Providers, specialists, hospital route
Family connection ___ ___ ___ ___ Nonstop flights and door-to-door time
Social integration ___ ___ ___ ___ Clubs, neighbors, faith, volunteering
Home for future self ___ ___ ___ ___ Accessibility and driving-dependence plan
Storm resilience ___ ___ ___ ___ Flood, roof, openings, evacuation, reserves
Authenticity / identity ___ ___ ___ ___ Where you would become a regular
Resale optionality ___ ___ ___ ___ Broad buyer appeal and documented condition

Three final questions

1. What are we moving toward? — Name the routines, relationships and identity—not the weather.

2. What are we unwilling to sacrifice? — Choose among proximity, budget certainty, culture, privacy, service, 
space and family access.

3. What would make us reverse the decision? — Define the risks that require renting first, a different market or a 
different home type.

A numerical result is not a verdict. It exposes hidden trade-offs and couple misalignment. If a market scores well  
but feels wrong, investigate the emotional objection. If it feels perfect but scores poorly, investigate the fantasy.

GEORGE’S WORKING PRINCIPLE

Before we tour homes, define the life the home must support.
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2026 OUTLOOK

The  Gulf  Coast  remains  compelling—but 
discernment is the new luxury
The retirement wave will continue to produce demand, while insurance, ownership costs and storm 
resilience reward buyers who compare carefully.

Greater Sarasota–Manatee’s 2026 position

Greater Sarasota–Manatee is particularly well positioned for households seeking a balanced retirement identity: 
Sarasota provides coastal access, culture, established neighborhoods and healthcare, while Lakewood Ranch and 
Manatee County  add newer master-planned and 55+ choices.  The region is  sophisticated without  requiring  a 
singular luxury script and varied enough to support different versions of retirement. Its challenge is affordability  
and complexity—submarkets and county jurisdictions differ, traffic is seasonal, and risk must be evaluated property  
by property.

Naples’ 2026 position

Naples remains the clearest premium proposition: privacy, service, clubs, golf, culture and polished surroundings. 
The trade-off is a higher structural cost base, especially in housing and reported insurance averages. The buyer 
should value the ecosystem itself, not merely the prestige of the address.

Fort Myers’ 2026 position

Fort  Myers  and Lee  County  offer  breadth,  airport  access,  regional  healthcare,  boating and a  more  accessible  
structural housing base. The reward comes from submarket selection; the large geography and varied recovery, 
flood and lifestyle conditions make granular diligence essential.

The ultimate decision

The successful  retirement move is  not  the one with the prettiest  listing photos.  It  is  the move that  converts  
resources into daily well-being while preserving connection, resilience and choice. The Gulf Coast can offer that life
—but only when the destination, home, budget and future self are designed together.

NEXT STEP

A relocation strategy session can translate your priorities into a short list of submarkets, a true annual 
budget and a two-calendar test plan—before a compelling home narrows the decision too soon.
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SOURCES & NOTES

Primary sources and research base
Web sources were accessed during preparation in July 2026. Dates in the report refer to the underlying 
data, not access date.

[1] Peak 65 / retirement wave

Fichtner, J. et al., Peak 65 white paper; more than 4.1 million Americans turning 65 annually through 2027. 
www.limraconsumer.com

[2] Home and Community Preferences Survey

AARP Research, 2024. Housing, relocation, downsizing and community preferences among adults 50+. 
www.aarp.org

[3] County-to-county migration

IRS Statistics of Income, Calendar Years 2022–2023 county inflow files. Returns approximate households; 
exemptions approximate people. www.irs.gov

[4] Sarasota market snapshot

Realtor Association of Sarasota and Manatee, June 2026 market statistics. www.myrasm.com

[5] Florida taxes and homestead

Florida Statutes §220.02 and Florida Department of Revenue property-tax exemptions. floridarevenue.com

[6] Place attachment in older adults

Systematic research on place attachment and older adults’ well-being and identity. pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

[7] Place attachment and aging in place

Research connecting place attachment with aging-in-place preferences. pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

[8] Relocation and friendship contact

Research on later-life relocation and frequency of contact with friends. pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10011020/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10868147/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9779384/
https://floridarevenue.com/property/Pages/Taxpayers_Exemptions.aspx
https://www.myrasm.com/june2026
https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-migration-data
https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/livable-communities/housing/2024-home-community-preferences/
https://www.limraconsumer.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Whitepaper_Fichtner.pdf
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SOURCES & NOTES

Local systems, prices and institutions
The report favors primary government, institutional and peer-reviewed sources.

[9] Property-insurance county averages
Florida Office of Insurance Regulation, July 2025 Insurance Stability Unit report; reported data as of March 31, 2025. 
floir.com

[10] Sarasota Memorial Health Care System
Official system information, including flagship Sarasota campus and Venice hospital. www.smh.com

[11] County demographic and housing context
U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts for Sarasota, Lee and Collier counties; 2025 population estimates and 2020–2024 ACS 
characteristics. www.census.gov

[12] Artis—Naples
Official information on The Baker Museum and Naples Philharmonic. artisnaples.org

[13] NCH
Official system overview; providers and locations in Collier and Lee counties. nchmd.org

[14] Southwest Florida International Airport
Official airport overview and nonstop-destination count. www.flylcpa.com

[15] Lee Health
Official fast facts on hospitals and regional services. www.leehealth.org

[16] Aesthetic authenticity and relocation intention
Ding et al., Frontiers in Psychology, 2025. Study of how aesthetic authenticity, restorative design and social-interaction 
design shaped older adults’ attitudes toward retirement-home relocation in urban China. www.frontiersin.org

Interpretive note

Descriptions of market identity, authenticity and emotional fit are informed syntheses based on the cited structural 
data, institutions and later-life relocation research. They are not survey measurements of every retiree or resident.

Disclaimer

This report provides general educational information. It is not tax, legal, insurance, engineering, medical or financial  
advice. Real estate conditions, premiums, regulations, taxes, flood designations, association obligations and service 
availability change. Readers should verify property-specific facts with appropriate licensed professionals.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1541771/full
https://www.leehealth.org/about-us/get-to-know-lee-health/lee-health-fast-facts
https://www.flylcpa.com/
https://nchmd.org/
https://artisnaples.org/
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/sarasotacountyflorida/PST045225
https://www.smh.com/
https://floir.com/docs-sf/default-source/property-and-casualty/stability-unit-reports/july-2025-isu-report.pdf
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