
Walk into any coffee shop along Evergreen or Greenfield on a weekday morning and you will see the real
retirement planning committee of Southfield: retirees trading notes about taxes, mortgages, and whether it makes
sense to downsize before the next winter.

A question that comes up all the time is simple on the surface but loaded underneath: do most retirees in
Southfield have their homes paid off? If not, should they rush to do it?

There is no single answer for everyone, but there are clear patterns in Oakland County data, national surveys, and
what local planners and real estate agents see day to day. Understanding those patterns matters, because
whether your home is paid off shapes your cash flow, your tax bill, and even how you sleep at night.

This article looks at Southfield specifically, then widens the lens to common questions local retirees and
near‑retirees ask about home affordability, property taxes, and building or buying in Michigan.

How many Southfield retirees are mortgage‑free?
Public data such as the American Community Survey does not publish a line that says “percent of retirees in
Southfield with paid‑off homes,” but it does give us enough pieces to make a reasonable estimate.

Nationally, a few themes show up in reliable surveys:

Homeownership rates among households 65 and older tend to sit in the 75 to 80 percent range.

Among those older homeowners, roughly 40 to 45 percent have no mortgage.

In Midwestern, first‑ring suburbs like Southfield, the share of paid‑off homes among retirees is often a bit
higher, because many bought in the 1970s and 1980s at modest prices and stayed put.

When you look at Southfield’s housing stock and history, that pattern fits. Much of the housing was built between
the 1950s and the 1980s. Many city neighborhoods still have original or second owners who have lived there for
decades. I have met plenty of Southfield retirees who have not written a mortgage check since the late 1990s.

So, do most retirees in Southfield have their home paid off?

If you define “most” as “more than half,” the honest answer is: it is plausible, but not guaranteed. For older,
long‑tenured homeowners, especially in ranch and mid‑century subdivisions, a majority are likely mortgage‑free.
For younger retirees, those who refinanced heavily, tapped equity for tuition or renovations, or moved later in life,
it is far more common to carry a balance.

The best way to think about it is by cohort:

Long‑time homeowners, 70 and older, who bought before the big run‑up in prices and mostly stuck with
30‑year fixed loans, often have no mortgage at all.

Younger retirees in their 60s, who might have moved up, refinanced, or done cash‑out refis during low‑rate
periods, more often still have 10 to 20 years on a mortgage, sometimes paired with a home equity line.

The implication is important. You should not assume that every “comfortable” Southfield retiree is mortgage‑free.
Plenty of households are financially solid and still owe money. The key question is whether the mortgage fits
comfortably inside their retirement cash flow.

How a paid‑off home changes retirement math



A retired Southfield homeowner with no mortgage and a retired neighbor with a $1,300 monthly payment can
look equally “house rich” on paper, but their budgets tell very different stories.

Without a mortgage, your core housing costs are mainly:

Property taxes

Homeowners insurance

Maintenance and repairs

Utilities

With a mortgage, you add principal and interest on top. That can easily double the monthly number.

A practical way to see the difference is to think in income equivalents. If your mortgage payment is $1,300 per
month, that is $15,600 per year. At a 4 percent withdrawal rate, you would need about $390,000 in invested
assets just Home Improvement Southfield MI to support that payment in retirement. Pay off the house, and
that same $390,000 can go to travel, healthcare, or simply letting you sleep better.

This is why so many financial planners still like to see houses paid off by the mid‑60s, even if the math on cheap
mortgage debt sometimes looks attractive on spreadsheets.

That said, paying off a mortgage too aggressively can also create problems if it empties liquid savings. Customs in
Southfield differ. Some retirees insist on being debt‑free before they leave their last job at Beaumont or the auto
suppliers. Others keep a small, manageable mortgage and build up retirement accounts instead, especially when
mortgage rates are low.

Are Southfield property taxes high for retirees?
Retirees in Southfield talk about property taxes almost as much as they talk about the Lions. Oakland County, as a
whole, is not the cheapest property‑tax county in Michigan. State data often shows Oakland, Washtenaw, and
some counties near Detroit and Grand Rapids among the higher property‑tax areas, because of stronger home
values and robust local services.

So, are Southfield property taxes high? Compared with rural counties in northern Michigan, yes. Compared with
nearby suburbs like Oak Park or Royal Oak, Southfield is in the same ballpark, though the exact millage varies by
school district and special assessments.

What matters more is how those taxes interact with retirement status. Michigan offers several forms of tax relief
for older homeowners at the state level:

The homestead property tax credit can reduce the net property tax burden for lower and moderate‑income
households.

There is a senior exemption for certain local school operating taxes.

Lawmakers periodically propose or adjust senior‑focused credits. You might see references in the news to
benefits like a “$6,000 senior tax credit.” The details on who is eligible for the $6,000 senior tax credit, and
whether such a specific figure currently exists, depend on the exact bill and tax year. Anyone making plans
around it should confirm with the Michigan Department of Treasury or a tax professional, instead of relying on
rumors.

If you are trying to figure out how to not pay property tax in Michigan at all, the reality is tougher. Short of
qualifying for very specific poverty exemptions or living in certain tribal jurisdictions with different arrangements,
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most homeowners cannot avoid property taxes entirely. The realistic goal is to reduce or better manage them, not
erase them.

Among Michigan counties, some of the lowest property‑tax burdens appear in less populated, lower‑value areas in
parts of the Upper Peninsula and rural northern Lower Peninsula. Those often show up in comparisons of what city
in Michigan has the cheapest property taxes. Retirees tend to trade off: lower taxes and prices, but more distance
from major hospitals, airports, and cultural amenities.

For most Southfield retirees, the practical strategy is to make sure property taxes fit inside the retirement budget,
rather than chasing the absolute lowest rate in the state.

Mortgage decisions in your 60s and 70s
A lot of Southfield homeowners hit their late 60s with a substantial mortgage still in place, and they feel like they
made a mistake. That is not necessarily true. What matters is forward‑looking flexibility.

Two frequent questions come up.

First, can a 70 year old woman get a 30‑year mortgage? In practice, yes. Lenders in the United States, including in
Michigan, are not allowed to discriminate based on age. They look at income, credit, and the property. A
70‑year‑old with steady pension, Social Security, and perhaps part‑time work can qualify for a 30‑year loan if the
rest of the file is strong.

Second, should she? That is a very different question. A 30‑year term keeps payments lower, which can help cash
flow, but it also means carrying debt further into advanced age. Some retirees prefer a 15‑ or 20‑year term, or
they take the 30‑year for flexibility and simply pay extra each month when they can.



Affordability rules of thumb still matter in retirement. Lenders typically like to see housing costs at or below about
28 to 31 percent of gross income. When you ask yourself “How much should my mortgage be if I make $3,000 a
month?” a conservative view is that total housing costs, including taxes and insurance, should sit under about
$900 to $1,000. Plenty of retirees stretch beyond that, but the trade‑off shows up in reduced room for healthcare,
help around the house, or travel.

You see similar questions from working adults. Can I buy a house with a $90k salary? Can I afford a house on a
$40,000 salary or a 300k house on a 50k salary? The raw salary number is only part of the picture.
Debt‑to‑income ratios, down payment size, property taxes, and interest rates all pull the answer in different
directions. A $300,000 house in Southfield with moderate taxes might be feasible on $90,000 of income with a
solid credit score and decent down payment. The same price in a higher‑tax suburb or with big student loans in
the background could be a serious strain.

For retirees and pre‑retirees in Southfield, the most important affordability check is not whether a lender will
approve the loan. It is whether the payment fits comfortably even if Social Security is the dominant income source
and investment returns are modest.

Credit scores, down payments, and big‑ticket mortgages
For Southfield residents who are still in their earning years, working in healthcare, finance, or auto‑related jobs,
higher incomes raise another batch of questions.

What credit score is needed for a home loan? Many conventional lenders in Michigan want to see a minimum
FICO score in the mid‑600s, often 620 or higher, though FHA loans can sometimes go lower with compensating
factors. Stronger scores, in the 700s, unlock better interest rates, which matter tremendously once you get into
larger loan sizes.

Take a $900,000 mortgage as a thought experiment. What is the monthly payment on a $900000 mortgage? The
answer depends on the rate and term. At 7 percent over 30 years, principal and interest alone run in the $6,000
per month range, before taxes and insurance. At 5 percent, that falls closer to $4,800. For a $1,000,000 home,
lenders often expect at least 20 percent down, sometimes more for jumbo loans, so how much of a down payment
do I need for a $1,000,000 house typically comes out to $200,000 or more in practical terms.

These large numbers may sound far from everyday Southfield, but they matter because they show why retirees
are so relieved when the last mortgage payment clears. That cash flow can be redirected to property taxes, medical
care, or helping the next generation.

Local flavor: Southfield neighborhoods and nearby markets
When you talk about retirement housing in Southfield, you have to talk about neighborhoods. Popular
neighborhoods in Southfield for older homeowners include areas around Civic Center Park, certain pockets north
of 10 Mile with quieter streets, and long‑established subdivisions of ranch and colonial homes east of Lahser.
Many retirees prefer single‑story ranch homes to avoid stairs, and Southfield still has a strong stock of those
mid‑century designs.

As you look at downsizing, suburbs nearby enter the conversation too. Some retirees look at Ferndale or Royal
Oak for walkability, others at Farmington Hills or Novi for newer construction, and some at more distant towns to
save on taxes or to be closer to children.



The pull of Detroit itself also comes up, usually in the form of the famous question: can I buy a house in Detroit for
$1000? Tax auctions and distressed sales sometimes generate headline‑grabbing prices, but they rarely reflect
move‑in‑ready homes. A house that technically sells for $1,000 can easily require tens of thousands of dollars in
repairs, and may carry back taxes or other legal complications. For most retirees, that route is closer to a
speculative project than to a realistic housing option.

On the other end of the spectrum, people are curious about who owns the biggest mansion in Michigan, or dream
of sprawling lakefront estates. Those trophy homes rarely intersect with real retirement planning, but they
underscore the spread in Michigan housing options, from deeply discounted fixer‑uppers to huge private
compounds.

If your goal is simply to find a lower‑cost place to retire, the better question is where is the cheapest place to buy
a house in Michigan that still gives you acceptable access to doctors, shopping, and family. Many of the cheapest
markets by price are in smaller towns and certain rural counties. They often pair very low purchase prices and low
property taxes with longer drives and fewer services. Some Southfield retirees are happy to trade convenience for
costs, others are not.

Building vs buying: costs, styles, and what not to skimp on
Every so often, a Southfield homeowner in their 50s or 60s says, “We are thinking about buying land up north and
building a small house.” When that idea becomes serious, the very next questions are blunt: how much money is
required for a 1500 sq ft house, what style is best for a 1500 sq ft house, and what is the most expensive part of
building a house?
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Costs to build vary widely with location, labor market, finishes, and complexity. For a simple 1,500 square foot
home in Michigan, you can find rough ranges that start near the low $200,000s in very basic, lower‑cost areas
and climb comfortably into the $300,000s or more with better finishes and higher labor rates. Utility hookups, site
work, and code requirements can move that number significantly.

Style choices drive the budget too. Compact, simple footprints, such as a rectangular ranch or modest Cape Cod,
usually cost less per square foot than complex shapes with many corners, roof lines, and custom features. A clean,
single‑story layout on a full basement or crawlspace is often one of the most efficient choices for retirees,
especially those thinking ahead about mobility.

People often guess that the land is the most expensive part of building a house. In many Michigan projects, that is
not the case. Labor and materials for the structure, systems, and finishes tend to dominate the budget. Inside that
budget, items like foundation work, framing, mechanical systems (HVAC, electrical, plumbing), and windows can be
surprisingly costly.

If you are building with retirement in mind, what not to skimp on when building a house becomes a practical list:
strong structure, good insulation, durable roofing and siding, high‑quality windows, and reliable mechanical
systems. Cosmetic items can be upgraded later. Hidden components cannot.

On the layout side, retirees often ask how many bedrooms should a 2000 sq ft house have. There is no rule, but a
very livable pattern is three bedrooms and two baths, with one bedroom serving as a guest room and one as an
office or hobby room. Oversized bedroom counts tend to add cost without much benefit in retirement unless you
host large families frequently.

Working with builders, one of the soft skills that matters is communication. Experienced homeowners learn what
you should not say to a builder: phrases like “Do it however you think is best, price does not matter,” or “We
might change this later, just get started.” Vague direction and open‑ended change expectations are the fastest
ways to blow a budget and timeline. Clear specs, written change orders, and realistic contingency funds make for
much smoother projects.

What can hurt your home value before or during retirement?
Whether you plan to stay in your Southfield home or sell it to fund a move, it pays to know what devalues a
house most, and how to avoid those traps.

Here are some of the biggest, preventable drags on home value that come up again and again in the local market:

1. Neglected basics, such as old roofs, peeling paint, and obvious water problems in basements, scare buyers and
appraisers more than outdated décor.

2. Poor do‑it‑yourself work, especially on electrical, plumbing, or structural changes, raises red flags during
inspections and can lead to lower offers or requests for large concessions.

3. Overpersonalized renovations, like bright themed tile everywhere or strange room conversions, shrink the
buyer pool and can require costly undoing.

4. Unpermitted additions or major changes that are not recorded properly with the city can block financing or
lead to expensive corrections.

5. Severe clutter and poorly maintained yards signal deeper neglect, even when the structure itself is sound.

Retirees sometimes hesitate to invest in maintenance, thinking, “We will let the next owner deal with it.” That
strategy usually shows up as a lower net sale price. In Southfield’s older housing stock, staying ahead on roofs,
gutters, drainage, and mechanical systems protects value far more than trendy countertops.



Are Southfield and Michigan housing markets likely to soften by 2026?
Housing cycles are messy and no one can predict exact peaks or valleys, but retirees planning five or ten years out
naturally ask: are there any signs of house prices dropping in 2026 in Michigan?

Several forces tug in opposite directions:

Higher interest rates typically cool demand and can flatten or reduce prices, especially in higher‑priced
segments.

Limited inventory, particularly in well‑located suburbs with established infrastructure like Southfield, props up
prices even when rates rise.

Demographics matter. As more baby boomers consider downsizing, move‑up inventory may increase, but at
the same time, younger households still want entry‑level and mid‑range homes.

Many analysts expect more modest price growth and pockets of flat or slightly declining prices in certain areas if
rates stay elevated. That is a far cry from a guaranteed across‑the‑board drop in 2026. For retirees, the smarter
focus is on whether a given move improves their cash flow, lifestyle, and stress level, not on trying to time precise
price shifts.

If selling in a softer market worries you, the trade‑off to consider is this: if your next home is also in Michigan, you
might sell for a bit less, but you will also buy for a bit less. Your net housing delta could be similar regardless of
short‑term price fluctuations.

A short checklist for Southfield retirees thinking about their mortgage
If you are within five to ten years of retirement in Southfield and trying to decide whether to rush and pay off the
house, refinance, or potentially move, a simple internal checklist helps:

1. Add up your likely retirement income from Social Security, pensions, and conservative estimates of
withdrawals from savings.

2. Compare your current or projected housing costs, including taxes and insurance, against that income, and see
if you stay under roughly 30 percent.

3. Review the remaining term on your mortgage and whether paying extra each month could realistically retire it
by your mid‑60s or early 70s.

4. Consider your health, desired lifestyle, and whether the current house suits aging in place, or whether a move
to a more suitable home would solve multiple problems at once.

5. Talk with a financial planner or housing counselor who understands both Michigan tax rules and local property
markets before making irreversible decisions.

The headline question, “Do most retirees have their home paid off?” often hides a more useful one: “Will my
housing situation give me enough breathing room in retirement, even if my plans do not go perfectly?”

In Southfield, a large share of retirees do end up with mortgage‑free homes, especially those who bought modest
houses, stayed put, and avoided over‑refinancing. Others carry manageable mortgages well into their later years
and still enjoy secure, comfortable retirements.

The best outcome is not a particular statistic or someone else’s path. It is a housing plan that you understand, that
fits your numbers, and that lets you focus less on the mail from your lender and more on the life you want to live
in the years ahead.
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