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Making a move to an independent living community can be emotional for older adults. While 
being set free from the hassle and expense of home ownership and maintenance can be 
liberating, downsizing and giving up a home is often difficult. The purpose of this guide is 
to help seniors understand and navigate the emotional side of transitioning to independent 
living—and to help you thrive after your move. 

INSIDE THIS GUIDE
In this guide, we’ll tackle a variety of move-related topics and offer suggestions to manage the 
change. We’ll discuss everything from why emotional preparedness matters just as much as 
logistical planning to what to expect during this transition.

We also explore topics seniors might not otherwise be prepared for, such as separation anxiety 
and the importance of establishing new daily habits.

INTRODUCTION
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Navigating the transition to an independent living community can bring about a roller coaster 
of emotions that can sometimes catch seniors and their families off guard. To help avoid that, 
it’s helpful to understand and be prepared for the following:

Struggles with complex feelings 
Moving can be emotional at any age. But for older adults, it can be more pronounced. Making a 
move later in life is often associated with difficult emotions such as grief over leaving the family 
home behind and fear of making such a big change. This can happen even when you are 
excited about starting a new chapter in life and looking forward to enjoying the benefits of an 
independent living community.

Triggering memories 
Unlike younger adults who may move around a lot, seniors have often lived in the same home 
for many years. It may be where they raised a family or said a final goodbye to a spouse. Just 
the idea of leaving behind what the home represents can activate old memories and remind 
you of challenges you weathered with loved ones. You might find yourself second-guessing 
your decision and even reconsidering the move. Remember, these doubts are normal—don’t 
be hard on yourself for feeling this way.

Being emotionally prepared for this transition helps smooth the entire process, from packing 
up the home to settling into the new space. Experts say building emotional readiness starts 
with keeping your focus on the benefits of this change. It also means talking with people who 
support your decision, as well as giving yourself time to grieve the losses that may come with 
leaving a familiar space.

Understanding the Emotional Journey

https://www.presbyterianseniorliving.org/services/independent-living


One aspect of moving that seniors and their loved ones may find especially overwhelming 
is the actual process of downsizing. While it’s a necessary step, it can be physically and 
emotionally challenging. A few tips you might find useful include: 

Give yourself time 
Unless you are under a deadline that is forcing you to move quickly, a healthier approach is to 
start well in advance of your planned transition date. Knowing you aren’t rushed can help keep 
tension and anxiety at bay, and allow you to make thoughtful decisions about your belongings 
and how to best preserve memories.

Use sorting categories 
Having an organized approach to downsizing will also help reduce your stress. Many older 
adults have found it useful to sort objects based on their final destination. Set up boxes labeled 
“Keep,” “Donate,” “Gift,” “Memories,” and “Undecided,” and use this system as you work your 
way through each room.

Digitally preserve memories 
Many times, the most cherished connections to a family home aren’t things you can take 
with you, but places associated with special memories. It might be a perennial garden you 
planted and nurtured or an arbor under which you routinely took family photos. Documenting 
everything with your smartphone or digital camera can help you hang on to those sentimental 
places. You can print and frame them or just keep them in a digital album.

Seek supportive help 
Don’t be afraid to ask for and accept assistance in making this move, whether from family, 
friends, or professionals. It can be beneficial to have someone to share and reminisce with as 
you sort and downsize.

Healthy Approaches to Downsizing
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https://vermontmaturity.com/blogs/downsizing-for-seniors-vermont/


Strategies for Staying Grounded  
While Downsizing
Another strategy that can help make downsizing more manageable is to stay grounded. That 
means setting realistic expectations for yourself and the process, such as:

Set time limits to prevent overwhelm 
For example, give yourself two hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon to work.

Honor emotions that surface 
Don’t make the mistake of beating yourself up when difficult feelings arise. Instead, allow 
yourself time to process them and grieve.

Use rituals of closure when releasing meaningful items 
Most people making a transition from a private residence to an independent living apartment, 
cottage or villa will need to part with a lot of accumulated belongings. As you sort, it may be 
helpful to come up with a ritual to say goodbye to them.
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Coping With Separation Anxiety

You may be surprised to learn that it’s possible for older adults to develop separation anxiety 
when they make a move to an independent living community. Most of us associate this 
condition with children or even pets, but it can actually occur at any age.

Understand why separation anxiety occurs in adults 
In the context of an older adult downsizing and moving, the term separation anxiety refers 
to the emotional distress and anxiety that is rooted in the fear of losing what feels safe and 
secure. For many seniors, their home represents decades of memories, independence, identity, 
and stability. The idea of leaving those surroundings—along with neighbors, routines, and 
cherished belongings—can result in sadness, worry, or even panic.

Recognize what separation anxiety can look like during a major move 
This type of anxiety may show up as reluctance to talk about the move, fear of being a burden, 
concerns about losing independence, or emotional reactions such as irritability, withdrawal, or 
tearfulness. The senior may also worry about being separated from the life they built, or fear 
the uncertainty of a new environment. Be aware of these warning signs ahead of time, so you 
aren’t surprised when they make an appearance.

Stay connected to loved ones 
If you find yourself experiencing separation anxiety, as many older adults do to some degree, 
having the support of family and friends will be helpful. Don’t hesitate to reach out to loved 
ones and share your struggles. Remember, this is a big change, and those who know you are 
likely aware of that. Their encouragement can guide you through tough feelings and allow you 
to feel confident in your decisions.
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Building Comfort in the New Environment

Finally, we come to the days, weeks, and months after your move. There are steps you can 
take to find contentment in your new apartment or villa and be happy with your decision to 
start over in a new place.

Use familiar objects, scents, and routines to ease the transition 
Consider what “home” means to you. Is it having your favorite throw at the foot of your bed?  
Or seeing family photos displayed in a prominent location? For some people, it might be  
scents that represent home. And others might find peace in continuing old routines, such as 
a brisk walk before breakfast or a mid-morning cup of coffee while you watch your favorite 
television show.

Slowly explore the new space to build confidence 
Another way to quickly settle in to your new place is to commit to exploring something new 
about it every day. For example, set a goal to meet two new neighbors each day or to explore 
different parts of the campus until you’ve familiarized yourself with the place.

Establish predictable daily habits for stability 
For most of us, there is comfort in the familiar. So, once you’ve learned your way around the 
community and met the neighbors and team members, start to create a new routine. Give 
yourself permission to participate in as many or as few programs and activities as you would 
like to, while also maintaining ties to old friends and family members.
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Conclusion
Settling in and feeling at home likely won’t happen overnight, especially if you lived in your previous 
house for a long time. That doesn’t mean you made a poor decision. There will be good days and 
more challenging days as you create a new sense of normal. Be kind and patient with yourself as you 
go forward. Before too long, you may look back and wonder why you didn’t make this move sooner!

And if you’d like more tips for making a smooth transition, our free guide The Psychology of 
Downsizing might be of interest.

View Our Community List

http://www.psl.org
https://www.presbyterianseniorliving.org/hubfs/PSL%20PsychOfDownsizingShortGuide.pdf
https://www.presbyterianseniorliving.org/hubfs/PSL%20PsychOfDownsizingShortGuide.pdf
https://www.presbyterianseniorliving.org/community-list

