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LAKELAND | Like Goldilocks and her three bowls of porridge, Deborah Boynton found the Lakeland real 

estate market to be just right. 

"My mother moved us down to Winter Haven, which was her hometown, and I was transferred to Tampa by 

State Farm," said Boynton, who first moved to Polk 16 years ago and eventually established her own insurance 

agency in Lakeland. "I didn't really like the speed of Tampa or the smaller town feel of Winter Haven. 

"Lakeland was a wonderful compromise." 

Boynton said she presently lives on a Plant City farm after selling her agency, and is in the process of selling 

two properties in Lakeland. 

Her timing is fortuitous. 

According to data compiled by Florida Realtors, the Lakeland-Winter Haven metropolitan area — which 

comprises all of Polk County — is among the most affordable places in the state to buy a house, even as 

median sale prices for single-family homes continue to see year-over-year gains. 

Debbie Miller, president of the Lakeland Association of Realtors, said she thinks the rise in prices compared 

with last year is largely because of supply and demand. 

"I think there's been a shrink in inventory that continues to impact Florida housing," Miller said. "We do not 

have enough inventory to meet the demands of the buyers, so sellers have a great opportunity." 
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The average median sales price for single-family homes in Polk County for the first five months of 2015 is 

$139,750. That figure represents a 10.6 percent increase from the same period a year ago, when the average 

median sales price in Polk was $126,335. 

Despite this year's healthy jump in home sale prices, Lakeland-Winter Haven still ranks among the least 

expensive places to buy a home in Florida, and well below the state median of $187,999 so far this year. 

Polk's $139,750 average median sales price through May places it behind the Ocala metropolitan area 

($108,700) and a shade under the Deltona-Daytona-Ormond Beach metro area ($139,385) in terms of most 

affordable regions in the state. 

Conversely, the three most expensive metro areas to buy a home so far this year are Naples-Marco Island 

($412,400), Miami-Fort Lauderdale-Pompano Beach ($274,530), and North Port-Bradenton-Sarasota 

($230,840). 

Glenda DeVane, president of the East Polk County Association of Realtors, said single-family home sales are 

an effective barometer for the strength of local real estate markets. 

"That's what most families want in the end," DeVane said of single-family homes. "They want that home more 

so than a condo or a townhouse where they have to pay HOA fees." 

Gate Arty, a Lakeland-based Realtor for Keller Williams Realty, also thinks single-family home sales are a 

major factor. 

"In the past, we've experienced a lot of foreclosure sales or short sales, and when those occur the average price 

is typically down," Arty said. "An upswing in the price would reflect more retail sales to end users, meaning 

the home owner is actually buying it as opposed to an investor." 

IMPACT OF COMPANIES' INVESTMENTS 

Of course, some of the companies who have made significant investments in Polk during recent years — 

Amazon, Legoland, to name a couple — also have contributed to the county's turnaround. 

"These are multinational companies moving into the area that have a direct causality on the real estate market," 

Arty said. "Those people need places to live, whether they're renting for the short term or buying. 

"I've found some of these people in a transitional stage are buying because they recognize that if they buy real 

estate in Lakeland, it's going to go up, even if they're only here for an intermediate term." 



Rick Hemenway is a broker and one of the partners at Winter Haven-based Real Estate Central Group. 

"Business are popping up finally, and there's a lot of excitement around the CSX rail terminal," Hemenway 

said of the climate in East Polk. "That's going to continue to bring in employees and drive the market, and I see 

that being a big thing here for at least the next five years." 

Hemenway added there is generally a spike in the real estate market during the months leading into summer. 

"We're right in the middle of the busy season right now," Hemenway said. "You have families that are maybe 

looking to get into homes before school starts up again." 

Although he doesn't anticipate a return to the pre-2008 housing market crash glory days, Hemenway is 

optimistic about the way Polk is trending. 

"We all have to be realistic in that these prices are not what they were in 2005 to 2007," he said. "But prices 

have really improved over the last couple of years. 

"I think we've got a lot going for us on the east side of the county. The county as a whole does." 

STEADY AND SUSTAINABLE 

Arty said he thinks the Polk market's more gradual rebound compared with other parts of the state is a good 

thing. 

"Going up rapidly typically means that it's not sustainable," he said. "I think the planners in Lakeland have 

done a good job managing growth, and I don't think you're going to see a situation where there are mass 

subdivisions or retail plazas sitting empty. 

"There seems to be a steady demand for everything." 

Miller with LAR also notes that many of her clients over the last year seem to be more educated about the 

process of selling their homes, which has led to a smaller deviation between the list price and the ultimate sale 

price. 

"If the home is priced correctly, we're seeing that they're getting about 94 percent of their list price," said 

Miller, who added that other factors — including monthly mortgage payments, income, and a region's real 

estate taxes — also contribute to a metro area's affordability. 



Despite not living in Lakeland anymore, Boynton presently works as an instructor at Polk State College. She 

also highly recommends her former home to anyone looking to put down roots. 

"You can still get to the nightlife in Tampa and Orlando, if you really want to," she said. "But I think Lakeland 

is so beautiful and family-oriented, and the kind of place that people dream of living in." 

[ John Ceballos can be reached at john.ceballos@theledger.com or 863-802-7515. ] 
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