
The increase in recreation homes in 
many regions of the United States 
over the past two decades has been 

driven primarily by demographics and 
economic growth.  This fact sheet describes 
trends in migration and some of the 
other important demographic dynamics 
associated with recreation housing. 
Specifically of interest are what we call 
recreation housing counties, or counties 
with more than 10% of their housing 
stock consisting of homes for seasonal, 
recreational, or occasional use. These types 
of housing are generally grouped under 
the term recreation homes throughout this 
publication.

Characteristics of 
recreation housing 
counties
In 2010, there were 549 nonmetropolitan 
counties that could be defined as 
recreation housing counties in the lower 
48 states. As can be seen from figure 1, 
recreation homes tend to be concentrated 
in the Northeast, Florida, the Upper 
Midwest, the Rocky Mountain region, and 
the Southwest. Natural amenities and 
landscapes (such as lakes, mountains, 
forests, beaches, and deserts) are often 
key factors in people’s decisions to reside 
in these areas. Parks and public lands 
that offer scenic views and recreation 
opportunities also draw people to the area. 
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Figure 1. Seasonal and recreational use homes in 2010.
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In 2010, recreation housing counties had, 
on average, more than one fifth (22%) of 
their housing stock in recreation homes. 
Several counties in the Upper Midwest 
consisted of more than 50% recreation 
homes. This growth in the number of 
recreation homes has been steady 
throughout the last two decades, and the 
1970s and 1990s saw rapid growth. As 
suburbs grew around urban areas, many 
households purchased a more rural second 
house or condominium.

The average population of recreation hous-
ing counties in 2010 was approximately 
23,000, which was slightly smaller than 
the average nonmetropolitan county at 
that time (see table 1). Recreation housing 
counties are overwhelmingly white (85%) 
and tend to have fewer residents of color 
than other nonmetropolitan counties. On 
average, these counties also have more 
college-educated residents and fewer 
people living below the poverty line than 
other nonmetropolitan counties.

Migration and  
recreation housing
A prevalence of seasonal, recreational, and 
occasional use housing is closely related to 
the in-migration of retirees. Some families 
purchase homes as a seasonal residence 
with the intent to eventually retire there. 
Others become so fond of their seasonal 
home that they decide to permanently 
relocate upon retirement. In recreation 
housing counties, almost one-fifth (19%) of 
the population is over 65 years old. In 2010, 
the median age was almost 45 years old in 
these counties, an increase from 40 years 
old in 2000. This aging of the population 
can be attributed to both aging in place 
and in-migration, as well as out-migration 
of younger people.

Overall, the data suggests there has been 
a significant increase in net migration, 
especially among the older population 
over the past 60 years (see figure 2). In-
migration by those in their early 30s has 
also increased, but net out-migration 
among young adults (ages 20 to 29) 
continues, though not to the same extent 
as in the 1950s and 1960s.

When comparing the net migration rates 
for recreation housing counties with other 
nonmetropolitan counties in the U.S. over 
the past three decades, some interesting 
differences emerge (see figure 3). Overall, 
the net out-migration of young adults 
(ages 20 to 29) is quite similar across both 
types of counties, but the migration rates 
are very different for the group aged 
60 to 69. During the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s, the net migration rates for this age 
group were two to three times higher in 
recreation housing counties than in other 
nonmetropolitan counties.

Table 1. Average values for recreation housing counties and all 
nonmetropolitan counties (2000 and 2010, U.S. nationwide).

Recreation 
countiesa

All non-metro 
counties

2000 2010 2000 2010

No. of counties — 549 — 2,009

Population 21,816 23,162 24,706 25,654

% recreation homes 19.5 22.1 2.8 3.4

Median age 40.3 44.6 37.4 40.3

% age 65 and over 17.0 19.2 15.7 16.5

% non-Hispanic white 86.7 84.9 81.4 78.7

% homeowners 77.0 75.6 74.4 72.4

% living near or below poverty line 34.2 — 48.8 —

% employed only seasonally 16.1 — 15.3 —

% employed in tourism 8.9 — 6.2 —

% college educated 16.0 — 13.8 —

% unemployed 3.5 — 3.4 —

Median housing valueb $83,266 — $68,855 —

Sources: U.S. Census 2000 and 2010, Summary File 1. U.S. Census 2000, Summary File 3.   

— data is not available. 
a Recreation counties are nonmetropolitan counties with more than 10% of all housing used 
for seasonal or recreational use at the time of the Census 2010.
b Refers to owner-occupied housing units.
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Conclusions
Migration data suggests that 
demographics has played a central role 
in the growth of seasonal, recreational, 
and occasional use housing in the United 
States. Some growth can be attributed to 
housing attracting certain demographic 
groups. However, the bulk of the change in 
housing unit volume and type is due to the 
growth of certain demographic groups. 

In-migration among those 60 years 
and older has probably been the most 
significant factor in the growth of 
recreation counties. Many of those who 
in-migrate are retirees who may or may 
not have owned property in the county 
before deciding to migrate. The second 
factor has been the rate of in-migration 
among 30- to 40-year-olds. Many of these 
people are more highly educated and may 
be seeking a good community in which to 
raise a family. More service and technology 
jobs are based outside of urban areas, 
contributing to the number of young- to 
middle-aged families and individuals 
choosing rural amenity areas over urban 
and suburban areas.

These patterns of in-migration have 
been strongly supported by decades of 
economic expansion. There are serious 
questions about whether these patterns 
will continue or whether recreation 
home counties will experience a reversal 
of fortune in the future. The large baby 
boomer cohorts thus far seem to have 
chosen recreation homes as the only 
place or one of several places to live or 
spend time during their nonworking 
years. However, the effects of economic 
conditions and long-term financial impacts 
of social security, retirement saving plans, 
and pensions are unknown. Changes in 
sources of retirement income may affect 
recreation home use and retiree migration 
patterns in the future. 
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Figure 2. Net migration rates by age in recreation home counties  
(1950–2010, U.S. nationwide).

Figure 3. Net migration rates by age in recreation and other nonmetropolitan 
counties (1980–2010, U.S. nationwide).
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This fact sheet and others in the series 
are intended to provide a national and 
regional analysis of the past ten years 
of housing and population data. These 
analyses draw attention to the role of 
economic and demographic trends in U.S. 
population shifts, and these population 
shifts are contributing to changes in 
housing and community character. 
Our hope is that these science-based 
fact sheets will bring together various 
stakeholders to discuss emerging topics, 
issues, and opportunities.
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