
Renovations can quietly steal equity from your house. I see it regularly in Southfield: a homeowner sinks $40,000
into a “dream project,” then calls me to list the property and discovers buyers hate the very upgrade they just paid
for.

Southfield sits in an interesting spot. You have buyers who work downtown Detroit or in the suburbs, you have a
wide range of home ages and styles, and you have taxes and insurance that already feel heavy to many
households. The margin for error is thin. A wrong move on a renovation can mean the difference between
breaking even and writing a check at closing.

This is a practical walk through the projects that most often hurt Southfield resale value, why they do not translate
into higher prices, and what to do instead if you want both comfort and future equity.

The Southfield context: taxes, prices, and buyer expectations
Before we talk about individual renovations, it helps to understand the local math, because it shapes buyer
psychology.

Many owners ask some version of “Are Southfield property taxes high?” compared to other parts of Michigan.
Within Oakland County, Southfield’s effective property tax rate is on the higher side, largely because Oakland
County in general has some of the highest property taxes in the state. If you compare Southfield to cities in
nearby counties, especially some in Wayne or Macomb, the gap can be noticeable.

That tax reality matters for renovation choices. When a buyer knows their monthly payment will already feel heavy
between mortgage, insurance, and taxes, they become more critical about paying extra for a flashy kitchen or a
sunroom that adds little functional space.

At the same time, the broader Southeast Michigan market is layered:

You have fringe headlines such as “Can I buy a house in Detroit for $1000?” Those ultra low prices usually
apply to distressed properties through auctions or land banks, not move in ready houses.

You have buyers asking “Where's the cheapest place to buy a house in Michigan?” or “What city in Michigan
has the cheapest property taxes?” Those shoppers tend to drift away from Oakland County if taxes are their
top concern.

You have Southfield buyers who care less about extremes and more about well maintained, sensible homes in
stable neighborhoods.

Within Southfield, popular neighborhoods like Cranbrook, Lathrup Village adjacent areas, and some of the
subdivisions off 10 Mile and 12 Mile tend to attract buyers looking for classic brick ranches, colonials, and split
levels. They usually want three or four bedrooms, a usable basement, and parking that can handle Michigan
winters.

If your renovations align with those expectations, you protect value. If they fight against them, you quietly erode
it.

What devalues a house most in Southfield
Every market has its quirks, but across hundreds of appraisals and buyer walkthroughs, the same offenders keep
showing up. These are the renovations and decisions that most often cut into a Southfield home’s value, even
when they look impressive on the surface.



Removing a bedroom or functional space

The most common equity killer is sacrificing a bedroom to expand a primary suite, closet, or office. In a 1,500 to
2,000 square foot Southfield house, buyers usually expect at least three bedrooms, and in many cases four.

Once you drop from three to two bedrooms, or from four to three, you shrink your buyer pool dramatically.
Parents with two children usually want at least three bedrooms. Multigenerational households, which are common
in Metro Detroit, may insist on four.

The same issue appears when someone converts a garage into living space. On paper, it adds square footage. In
practice, most Southfield buyers view a garage as essential, especially with lake effect snow and spring storms. A
converted garage often reads as “no proper parking” rather than “bonus living room.”

Alternatives that keep value intact:

If you want a larger primary suite, in a typical 2,000 square foot home ask first whether the layout allows you to
reconfigure walls within existing bedroom space or add a small bump out instead of deleting a bedroom entirely.
As a rule of thumb, many buyers expect a 2,000 square foot house to have at least three bedrooms and often a
fourth flex room or office. For a 1,500 square foot house, three bedrooms feels like the sweet spot. Protect those
counts whenever possible.

For office needs, consider partially finishing a basement with an egress window so it can serve as a guest room or
office, instead of chopping up upstairs bedrooms.

Overpersonalized luxury projects in modest neighborhoods

A second major value drain is overbuilding for the immediate neighborhood. It is tempting to install a $60,000
gourmet kitchen with imported stone and professional grade appliances. The trouble is, if surrounding homes sell
in the $220,000 to $300,000 range, buyers will not pay an extra $80,000 just because yours has a restaurant style
range.

This mismatch shows up in bathrooms as well. I once walked a Southfield colonial where the owner borrowed
against a retirement account to install a spa bath with heated floors, a jetted tub, and a $4,000 shower panel. The
rest of the house still had original windows from the 1970s, drafty doors, and tired carpet. We estimated they
would recoup maybe half of the bath cost, at best, because buyers still saw a long list of fundamentals to tackle.

When you think about “What not to skimp on when building a house” or renovating one, focus on structure,
mechanicals, and layout first. Roof, furnace, electrical, plumbing, windows, and insulation are what appraisers and
experienced buyers care about. High end tile, smart mirrors, and exotic woods come later, if at all.

Amateur level DIY and unpermitted work

Cheap, visible shortcuts are immediate red flags. Wavy tile, uneven flooring transitions, low budget cabinetry that
chips after one winter, or DIY electrical where junction boxes are buried behind drywall all put pressure on price.

Appraisers discount unpermitted additions and sometimes cannot count the extra square footage in their
valuation. Inspectors call out wiring and plumbing issues, and buyers either ask for large credits or walk away. By
the time you fix things properly, you have often spent more than you would have if you had hired a competent
pro the first time.

Better to tackle fewer projects at a higher quality level than to rush a full house “flip” with discount materials.
Laminated cabinets that peel and paper thin doors communicate “this house will need work soon,” which devalues
it directly.



Strange layout changes that fight the original style

Another subtle but serious problem is layout changes that ignore the home’s underlying structure and the way
people actually live. I see this often in 1960s and 1970s colonials and ranches.

Someone opens every wall in sight to create an extreme “open concept,” then realizes there is nowhere left for
storage, no quiet corner for a Zoom call, and limited wall space for furniture. Or a split level gets a modern loft
style staircase that looks more Detroit loft than Southfield family home, and potential buyers mentally add “we
need to redo the stairs” the moment they walk in with small children.

If you are asking “What style is best for a 1500 sq ft house” in this market, the answer is usually “the one that
respects its bones.” A modest brick ranch lives best as a clean, smartly updated ranch with some open flow
between kitchen and dining, not as a pseudo loft with removed closets and long sightlines that ignore privacy and
storage.

Similarly, major structural changes that are not engineered or permitted can spook both lenders and buyers, which
directly drags value down.

Cheap finishes in expensive places

Renovations in kitchens and baths can add value, but only when done with durable, mid grade materials suited to
the price point. The most expensive part of building or heavily remodeling a house is usually the structural shell
and mechanical systems, but per square foot, kitchens and baths carry the highest costs. That is exactly why
skimping in those rooms backfires so badly.

Laminate countertops that blister next to a new gas range, bargain plumbing fixtures that corrode, and vanities
that swell with one leak all shout “we cut corners.” Buyers sense that and either lower their offers or request
credits. The house may still sell, but not for what the owner hoped.

A smarter approach is to choose solid mid tier options: quartz or well Home Improvement Southfield MI
Alexandria Home Solutions sealed butcher block instead of exotic stone, quality LVP instead of bargain tile,
brand name fixtures with readily available parts. You do not need a designer label, you need reliability.

Renovations that protect or grow value instead
If those are the common traps, what are the better alternatives? The goal is not to live in a museum, forever
frozen in 1973. You want comfort now and flexibility later, whether you sell in 3 years or 15.

Here is a practical way to prioritize projects so you improve your home without quietly draining equity.

Start with the unglamorous fundamentals

The least sexy items often have the highest return, because they protect the entire asset.

A solid roof, updated plumbing and electrical, an efficient furnace Home Improvement Southfield MI and AC, and
decent insulation do not make for pretty photos, but they directly influence appraisals and buyer comfort. When
buyers tour a Southfield home and see a 10 year old roof, a newer high efficiency furnace, and a panel that has
clearly been upgraded and labeled, they mentally relax. They expect fewer surprises. That comfort translates into
better offers.

For a 1,500 square foot house, I often suggest owners budget a realistic figure for system modernization before
aesthetic upgrades. When clients ask “How much money is required for a 1500 sq ft house” to feel both livable
and market ready, there is no single number, but in Southfield it is common to need at least $20,000 to $40,000
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over time on roof, mechanicals, and windows if the house has not been touched in decades. The exact amount
swings up or down based on age and condition.

Respect bedroom counts and functional spaces

If you need to reconfigure, do it in a way that keeps the number of true bedrooms stable. A 2,000 square foot
house in Southfield often feels best with three or four bedrooms, depending on basement usability. Removing
bedrooms for the sake of one oversized suite rarely pays off at resale.

Look for space efficiencies instead: built in closets, better door placement, or pocket doors that free up wall space.
In some cases, an addition at the back of the house or over a garage can give you the breathing room you want
without sacrificing bedroom count.

Basements matter too. A dry, partially finished basement with a legal egress window can serve as an extra living
area or guest room without changing the main floor layout. Michigan buyers appreciate that bonus space,
especially in winter.

Renovate to your neighborhood, not to a fantasy listing

When you plan a kitchen or bath update, walk through a few open houses within a mile or two that are actually
selling, not just listed. Pay attention to finishes in homes that go pending quickly. That gives you a realistic
benchmark.

If surrounding homes have quartz, shaker cabinets, and stainless appliances, there is no point in dropping six
figures on custom walnut cabinetry and imported marble. You will end up with a renovation that feels too precious
for the area.

Similarly, if nearby homes are solid but basic, a clean, well executed mid grade renovation will stand out at a
reasonable cost. You want to be near the top of the pack for your block, not off in a different pricing universe.

How renovations tie into mortgage and affordability questions
Renovation decisions are not just design choices. They are financial levers. I often sit with clients who are asking,
“Can I buy a house with a $90k salary?” or “Can I afford a 300k house on a 50k salary?” The answer depends
heavily on debts, rate, down payment, and taxes, but renovations enter the picture too.

Suppose you make about $3,000 a month in take home pay and you ask, “How much should my mortgage be if I
make $3,000 a month?” Many financial planners suggest keeping principal, interest, taxes, and insurance under
roughly one third of take home income, so under $1,000 in this example. In a higher tax city like Southfield, taxes
can eat a larger share of that number, leaving less room for a higher loan amount.

When taxes and mortgage already press on a buyer’s budget, they become resistant to paying extra for
renovations that feel like indulgences rather than necessities. That is where over personalized upgrades backfire.

On the higher end, consider someone eyeing a $900,000 home in a pricier suburb and wondering, “What is the
monthly payment on a $900000 mortgage?” At typical recent rates of 6 to 7 percent, principal and interest alone
can easily land between $5,000 and $6,000 per month before taxes and insurance. A buyer in that range may still
value luxury finishes, but they also do careful math. They know they are taking on a big ongoing commitment and
they look hard at what adds real function.



The same logic applies to down payments. If a move up buyer is asking, “How much of a down payment do I need
for a $1,000,000 house?” the classic 20 percent target would be $200,000, though many loan programs allow less
with mortgage insurance. If you as a seller want to attract that buyer, wasteful or odd renovations that push your
asking price higher than nearby homes can choke their loan options.

In other words, your renovation plan should assume buyers have calculators in hand, because they do.

Seniors, taxes, and renovation decisions
Southfield has a substantial population of long term owners and retirees. Their questions are different: “Do most
retirees have their home paid off?” or “Can a 70 year old woman get a 30 year mortgage?” or “How to not pay
property tax in Michigan?”

On the last one, you generally cannot avoid property tax entirely, but Michigan does offer programs that can
reduce or credit part of the tax burden for eligible homeowners, including some seniors, low income owners, and
disabled veterans. There are homestead property tax credits and local hardship exemptions that can sometimes
shave thousands off the bill, but the details change and vary by city. If you have heard of something like a “$6,000
senior tax credit,” that sort of figure usually refers to specific program caps or examples, not a blanket benefit. The
only safe move is to talk directly with the Southfield assessor’s office or a tax professional about current programs
and your eligibility.

As for mortgages in later life, lenders often approve older borrowers, including a 70 year old woman applying for a
30 year mortgage, as long as income, credit, and debts meet guidelines. Age alone is not the barrier many
imagine. That said, many retirees prefer shorter loan terms or downsizing, which changes how they think about
renovations. They do not want to throw $80,000 at a project they will never recoup.



For older owners considering a major renovation in Southfield, it is often smarter to:

First, tackle safety and efficiency upgrades such as grab bars, improved lighting, main floor laundry, and better
insulation. Second, make only the cosmetic upgrades needed to compete with nearby listings if you think you may
sell within five to seven years. Third, lean on available tax relief and housing counseling rather than gambling
retirement savings on luxury updates.

Credit scores, cheap houses, and property tax geography
Renovation choices exist in a bigger financial ecosystem that includes credit and local tax rules. If you are
wondering “What credit score is needed for a home loan?” today, many conventional lenders like to see scores in
the mid 600s or higher, and the best rates typically go to borrowers in the 700s and above. FHA loans can
sometimes work with lower scores, though with trade offs. Buyers with thinner credit usually have less breathing
room for post purchase renovations, so they value move in ready more highly.

This affects owners in Southfield deciding whether to sell as is or renovate. Many buyers who can afford rising
Southfield taxes and insurance will also be stretching to qualify. They will pay more easily for updated systems and
neutral finishes than for ornate personal touches.

On the question of low cost locations, certain counties and towns in Michigan consistently post lower property tax
rates and home prices than Oakland County. Some small cities and rural areas in counties outside Oakland,
Wayne, and Washtenaw often fit the “cheap” profile. For example, various communities in the central and northern
parts of the state feature both lower valuations and lower millage rates. But lower price often comes with trade
offs in job access, amenities, and schools. That is why many households stay in Southfield and simply try to
optimize their particular house.

If you are curious which counties in Michigan have the highest property taxes overall, Oakland, Washtenaw, and
some parts of Wayne and Kent are frequently near the top due to both higher home values and local tax rates.
That context influences how buyers weigh a Southfield home against alternatives.

Working with builders and contractors without sinking value
Some of the most painful devaluing renovations begin with poor communication between owner and contractor.
When clients ask “What should you not say to a builder?” I always give the same handful of cautions.

Avoid telling a contractor, “Do it as cheaply as possible,” without clear boundaries. Cheap for them might mean
material and layout choices that look fine for six months and then start failing. Avoid saying, “I do not care about
permits,” because you may care very much when an appraiser or buyer questions unpermitted work. Also avoid
“You have full design freedom” unless you truly trust their taste and their grasp of local resale norms.

Instead, spell out your priorities: code compliance, quality of materials, and respect for bedroom counts and
storage. Show examples of nearby listings that feel right. Ask them explicitly how each decision could affect resale.

If you get to the point of building new, keep the same mindset. When an owner wonders “What not to skimp on
when building a house,” I always put structure, mechanicals, waterproofing, and insulation at the top of the list. If
budget forces a choice, better to live with basic finishes you can upgrade later than to accept marginal framing or
the thinnest insulation allowed.

What about 2026 and beyond?



Many homeowners are already asking, “Are there any signs of house prices dropping in 2026 in Michigan?”
Forecasts are inherently uncertain. What we can say is that prices move in cycles driven by interest rates, job
markets, and supply. In a softer market, the gap between well renovated, sensibly updated homes and awkwardly
renovated ones grows wider.

If rates stay relatively high, buyers become choosier, because each dollar of purchase price carries more monthly
cost. In that environment, paying attention to the renovations that actually support value becomes even more
important. Selling a Southfield home with odd bedroom counts, unpermitted additions, or over the top luxury in a
mid price neighborhood will hurt more in a cooler market than in a hot one.

A quick owner’s checklist before you swing a hammer
Here is a short checklist to run through before committing to any major project in Southfield:

1. Will this change reduce the number of legal bedrooms, usable parking spots, or storage areas?

2. Does this project align with finishes and layouts in popular neighborhoods in Southfield that sell quickly?

3. Is the work fully permitted and performed by qualified trades, especially for structural, electrical, and plumbing
changes?

4. Does it improve fundamentals like roof, mechanicals, insulation, and windows before addressing cosmetics?

5. If I sold in five years, would most buyers see this as an asset or an oddity?

If you cannot confidently answer those questions in favor of the project, slow down and reevaluate.

A final note on perspective
People sometimes ask, half joking, “Who owns the biggest mansion in Michigan?” or daydream about sprawling
estates while debating whether they can afford a house on a $40,000 salary. The truth is, most of the long term
wealth built through real estate in places like Southfield does not come from palatial homes or risky flips. It comes
from owning a solid, moderately sized house, maintaining it well, resisting the urge to over customize, and making
measured improvements that future buyers will also value.

Whether your income is closer to $40,000 or $90,000, or you are a retiree wondering if you should finally pay off
or downsize, the renovation decisions you make in the meantime are part of that bigger financial picture. Focus on
function, quality, and neighborhood fit, and your Southfield home is far more likely to hold its own, regardless of
what the market does between now and 2026.
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