Renovating a home in Southfield is rarely just about new cabinets or a fresh bathroom. It usually means you are
trying to get the house to match a new season of life: kids getting older, working from home more, aging parents

moving in, or finally having the budget to fix what has bothered you for a decade.
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In those conversations, what you say to your builder matters as much as the drawings and the contract. | have sat
at too many kitchen tables in Southfield, Lathrup Village, Oak Park, and up into Farmington, watching projects go
sideways not because of bad craftsmanship, but because a homeowner said one careless line that set the wrong

tone.

The stakes are higher here than in some markets. Southfield has a wide range of property values, a mix of 1960s
ranches, split-levels, and newer colonials, and a property tax environment that is not the cheapest in Michigan.
When you spend serious money on a renovation, you want that investment to protect or increase your home
value, not quietly devalue it.

This is where communication with your builder either saves you or sinks you.

Why the wrong words cost you real money
Before getting into specific phrases, it helps to understand what your builder is hearing beneath the surface.

When a homeowner asks, for example, “What's the most expensive part of building a house?” that is a reasonable
question. A pro will explain that structure, mechanicals, and foundations usually swallow the biggest chunk, while
finishes offer more control over budget. That same builder will react very differently to “Just make it as cheap as

possible, | don't care how,” especially in a Southfield neighborhood where resale value is sensitive to quality.

Builders translate your words into risk. Risk of nonpayment. Risk of scope creep. Risk of bad reviews. Risk of being
blamed for decisions you insisted on. To manage that risk, they pad numbers, narrow their promises, or in some

cases quietly decide not to bid.

If you are renovating a 1,500 square foot ranch near Evergreen, or expanding a 2,000 square foot colonial in one
of the popular neighborhoods in Southfield like Northland Gardens or Cranbrook, the wrong phrases can easily

add ten to twenty percent to your cost, simply because the builder does not fully trust the situation.

Here are the ones that do the most damage, and what to say instead.

“Can you do it cheaper?” with no context

Every builder in Michigan has heard this. There is nothing wrong with wanting to control costs. The problem is

vagueness.

When a homeowner says “Can you do it cheaper?” without telling the builder what matters most to them, the
builder is forced to guess. Some guess by cutting quality where you do not see it: thinner subfloor, cheaper
fasteners, weaker hardware. That is how you end up with squeaky floors in a 3-year-old addition, or cabinets that

sag long before your mortgage is paid off.

If you have a firm budget, say so clearly and tie it to specifics. For example, if you are trying to keep the total
spend on a 1,500 square foot house remodel to a certain number because you are balancing it against your

mortgage payment, share that logic. A homeowner making around 3,000 dollars a month in net income, for


https://www.washingtonpost.com/newssearch/?query=Home%20Improvement%20Southfield%20MI

instance, often needs to keep their housing costs within a conservative range. Upgrades that look minor to a

contractor can tip that balance.
What works better than “Can you do it cheaper?” is something like:

“I want to stay under 60,000 for this kitchen and bath together. | care most about durable cabinets and the tile
work looking sharp. Where can we simplify to hit that number without cutting corners on structure or

waterproofing?”

That tells your builder how to value engineer without gambling with the bones of your home.

“Just do whatever you think”
This one sounds flexible. It is not. It is a liability trap.

Builders in Southfield, like everywhere, work in a web of building codes, local inspectors, and their own reputation.
If you shrug and say “just do whatever you think,” you usually still have strong opinions, you just have not voiced
them yet. Once the work begins, any surprise becomes “not what | wanted,” even if it was exactly what you said

you were fine with.

| remember a project off Lahser where the homeowner wanted to open up the kitchen into the living room. They
told the builder, "“Do whatever you think, | trust you.” The builder, trying to protect structure and budget,
recommended a modest cased opening instead of a full-span beam. After the drywall went up, the homeowner
hated the look, then insisted that they had always wanted the fully open concept they had seen in a Birmingham

listing online.

The result was predictable: change orders, more structural work, extra inspections, and six weeks added to the

schedule. Everyone ended up frustrated.

If you genuinely do not know what you want in terms of style, layout, or finishes, that is normal. Southfield homes
from the 60s and 70s were not built with today's open plans in mind, and figuring out “What style is best for a
1,500 sq ft house?” or "How many bedrooms should a 2,000 sq ft house have?” involves trade-offs. Say that you

are undecided and ask for options in writing with pros and cons. For example:

“I am torn between keeping this as a three-bedroom and adding a bigger primary suite, or carving out a fourth

bedroom for resale. Can you sketch both options and ballpark the cost difference?”

That invites your builder into a design conversation without turning them into a mind reader.

“We can pay cash, no need for a contract”

Nothing makes a serious builder’s radar light up faster than this sentence or any variation of “Let’s do this off the

books.”

First, a reputable contractor working regularly in Southfield, Ferndale, Royal Oak, or Detroit proper will not risk
their license or insurance for a cash-under-the-table job. Second, skipping a contract does not protect you. It

strips you of leverage.

A written contract is not a sign of mistrust. It is a memory tool. Renovations are full of moving parts: permits, lead
times on materials, inspection schedules, and coordination with lenders if you are tapping a home equity line. If
you are also juggling a mortgage calculation in the background, like wondering "Can | buy a house with a 90k

salary and still afford a 50,000 dollar renovation?” you cannot afford fuzzy terms.



If you truly want to pay in cash because you are debt-averse or retired and prefer not to touch a home equity

loan, say so plainly, but insist on paperwork:
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“I am planning to pay out of pocket instead of financing, but | still want a full written contract, payment schedule

tied to milestones, and proof of insurance.”

That is how serious homeowners talk. Good builders respond well to that.

“My cousin built his whole house for half this”

Comparisons are useful, but this line almost always backfires. It signals that you are benchmarking your Southfield
renovation against a project that probably took place in a different city, different year, and under very different

conditions.

Someone might say, "My friend in a rural county asked ‘How much money is required for a 1500 sq ft house?’ and
was told they could build new for 150,000.” That may have been true for a simple structure on flat land with very
basic finishes, in a county with cheaper labor and lower permit costs. That does not map cleanly onto a midrange

or higher-end renovation in a first-ring suburb with aging infrastructure and more complex zoning.

The same goes for stories about buying homes in Detroit for shockingly low prices. People still ask, “Can | buy a
house in Detroit for 1000 dollars?” There are situations with tax auctions or distressed properties, but the cost to
make them livable can easily exceed what a move-in ready Southfield home sells for. Builders know this. When you

flaunt miracle numbers, they hear “unrealistic expectations.”

Instead of saying, “My cousin built his house for half this,” narrow your comparison:



“I know costs vary, but | am trying to understand why this basement finish is 80,000 when my coworker in
Macomb County finished a similar size for around 60,000 last year. Is it materials, permits, or something in the

design?”

That invites an explanation instead of a defensive response.

“lI don’t care about permits, just get it done”
This is a red flag that can end a meeting.

Detroit, Southfield, and most of Oakland County take unpermitted work seriously, especially on structural,
electrical, and plumbing. Good builders do not want city inspectors, or worse, liability from a fire or structural

failure, hanging over their business.

Rejecting permits also Home Improvement Southfield Ml sabotages you on resale. When buyers, appraisers, or
lenders see a finished basement or enlarged master suite without a clear permit trail, they start asking what else
might be hiding. If you are expecting to refinance later, or you are older and contemplating whether you can take

a 30-year mortgage at 70 and eventually downsize, unpermitted work cuts your options.

People sometimes say this because they are anxious about property taxes. Southfield taxes are not the highest in
Michigan, but they are also not the cheapest. It is fair to ask, “Are Southfield property taxes high compared to
other cities?” and to worry about how improvements will affect your tax bill. Some even hunt for ways to lower or
avoid taxes, asking about things like “How to not pay property tax in Michigan” or “Which counties in Michigan

have the highest property taxes?” or "What city in Michigan has the cheapest property taxes?”

There are legitimate tax strategies, from homestead exemptions to the Michigan senior tax credit programs like

the 6,000 dollar senior tax credit some retirees may be eligible for, but skipping permits is not one of them.
If taxes worry you, say something like:

“I want to do everything by the book with permits and inspections, but | am also watching my long-term tax
burden. Can we talk about which improvements are likely to raise my taxable value, and which are more about

maintenance?”

That shows you are responsible and still cost-conscious, which is exactly the type of client most builders want.

“We'll figure the details out later”
Builders hear this as “We'll fight about money later.”

Details are where budgets go to die. Door hardware, trim profiles, tile patterns, countertop materials, lighting
layouts, and whether the basement gets a basic drop ceiling or a smooth drywall finish all swing numbers
significantly. When someone is already wondering “What devalues a house most?” and "What not to skimp on
when building a house or renovating one?” details matter doubly. Cheap, flimsy finishes paired with sloppy

planning drag value down almost every time.

Some details really are minor and can wait. Choosing whether your cabinet pulls are brushed nickel or black can be
a late-stage decision. Deciding whether you want a curbless shower or a standard pan cannot wait, because it

affects framing, plumbing, slopes, and waterproofing.

A better way to signal flexibility is:
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“Let’s lock down the structural and layout decisions now, and can you give me a deadline by which | must finalize

all finish selections so we do not cause delays or change orders?”

Your builder will appreciate that clarity.

“l need this done before [insert impossible date]”

Sometimes deadlines are real. A baby is due in September, an elderly parent is moving in, or you must sell by

spring because of a work transfer. Tight timelines are not the problem. Unrealistic, rigid ones are.

You see this with homeowners who just closed on a property and are stretching their budget. Some might be
wondering, “Can | afford a 300k house on a 50k salary?” or “Can | afford a house on a 40,000 salary and still
remodel before moving in?” They push hard to get everything done before move-in because they fear carrying

rent and a mortgage at the same time.

Builders in the metro Detroit area know that inspections, supply chains, and weather chew up schedules. Asking
for a gut renovation of a Southfield colonial to be completed in 6 weeks is fantasy. When you insist on an
impossible date, serious contractors quietly bow out, and you are left with the ones desperate enough to say yes

to anything.
Frame your timing as a goal, not a threat:

“I would love to be done by Thanksgiving because my family comes in from out of state, but | care more about it

being done right. What is a realistic schedule, and what can | do on my end to help you stay on track?”

That opens the door to talk about quick decisions, prompt payments, and clear access, which all genuinely speed
the job.

“I'll buy all the materials myself”

Some homeowners think they will save money by buying their own appliances, fixtures, or even lumber, especially
if they hunt for deals or have a warehouse club membership. This sometimes comes from seeing huge price tags

on quotes and assuming the contractor is taking a massive markup.

The reality is more nuanced. First, a builder’s pricing usually includes not only the raw cost of materials but also the
time to source, store, deliver, and handle issues like defects or shipping damage. Second, when you supply
materials, you also often take on the risk. If the third-party tile you purchased shows up late or broken, your

builder's schedule suffers and they are entitled to charge for downtime.

The other problem is quality control. Michigan's climate is hard on building materials. Cheaper windows,
improperly rated insulation, or discount exterior doors can come back to haunt you on energy bills and comfort.
That matters whether you intend to stay for decades or eventually downsize once the house is paid off. Many
retirees ask, “Do most retirees have their home paid off?” and make renovation decisions partly around that goal.

Cutting corners on the envelope of the house to save a few hundred dollars rarely helps.
A better approach is to say:

“I am open to your recommendations on brands and sources, but | am also a bargain hunter. Can you specify the
exact models and grades you are comfortable installing, and then we can discuss whether it makes sense for me to

purchase some items like appliances directly?”

Good builders will draw a clear line between what they must control (structural, rough materials) and what can be

more flexible (decorative lighting, certain fixtures).



Phrases that quietly damage trust

So far | have covered the big, obvious lines. There are quieter phrases that corrode trust more slowly but just as

effectively.
Here is a short list of things not to say, and what they communicate to your builder.

® "My last contractor was a thief; | sued him.”

* “If you mess this up, I'll ruin you online.”

® “That's not how the guy on YouTube did it."

* "l don't need to see licenses or insurance, | trust you.”

e “We'll pay you when we sell or refinance.”

Each of these moves in the wrong direction. The first two mark you as potentially litigious or threatening. The third
signals that you might try to micromanage the technical side of the work without fully understanding it. The
fourth sounds nice but suggests you do not value documented professionalism. The last throws cold water on any

contractor who has been burned by slow or absent payments.

Instead, focus on clear expectations: proof of license and insurance, agreed milestones, and a realistic payment
schedule that fits your financing approach. Whether you are running numbers like “What credit score is needed for
a home loan?” or "How much of a down payment do | need for a 1,000,000 dollar house?” or even “What is the
monthly payment on a 900000 mortgage?” the discipline is the same. Stable, predictable cash flow keeps

relationships healthy.

Southfield quirks your builder already knows about
Good local builders understand the particular character of Southfield and the broader region.

They know, for example, that many buyers still compare Southfield property taxes to surrounding cities. Some
want Ferndale’s vibe with Southfield’s lot sizes. Others ask their agents, “Where's the cheapest place to buy a
house in Michigan?” or "What city in Michigan has the cheapest property taxes?” even while they live squarely in
Oakland County. They read stories about who owns the biggest mansion in Michigan, or speculate about whether

house prices might soften, wondering, “Are there any signs of house prices dropping in 2026 in Michigan?”

Builders are not financial planners, but they hear these undercurrents. When you talk about your project, it helps
to acknowledge both your long-term financial picture and your short-term comfort. Maybe you are mid-career on
a 90k salary and trying to decide how much house and renovation you can handle without pushing your
mortgage past a safe fraction of your income. Maybe you are retired, considering whether a 70-year-old woman
can get a 30-year mortgage to fund an addition, while also watching eligibility rules for senior credits and

exemptions.

You do not need your builder to answer every finance question. What you do need is alignment: that the scale of

the project fits your budget, your timing, and your tolerance for disruption.

What to say before you even call the builder

The best way to avoid saying the wrong thing is to do some quiet homework first. That does not mean becoming

an expert on framing or electrical code. It means getting clear on your boundaries.

Here is a simple preparation checklist to work through before you pick up the phone.



* Define your non-negotiables: safety, structural integrity, waterproofing, and anything tied to health or
accessibility.
¢ Decide your “nice to have” list: finishes, style choices, and bonus features that can be value engineered if

needed.

* Know your comfortable budget range, not just a single number, and connect it to your real finances, including

your mortgage, taxes, and income.
¢ Clarify your time sensitivity, distinguishing between hard deadlines and preferences.

® Gather a few photos of styles that genuinely fit your house type, not just what you saw in a luxury listing

across the state.

When you come to a conversation with that level of clarity, you rarely blurt the kind of vague or confrontational

lines that spook good contractors.

Final thoughts: respect, realism, and long-term value

Renovating a Southfield home is not just a construction project. It is a series of decisions that influence your daily
comfort, your long-term housing costs, and your eventual resale or retirement options. Whether you are trying to
adapt a 1,500 square foot ranch for aging in place, carve an extra bedroom into a 2,000 square foot colonial, or
modernize a 1970s split-level without blowing your tax and mortgage strategy, you share one thing with every

other homeowner: you depend on other professionals to get it right.

The question "What should you not say to a builder?” is really about how to build a working partnership. Avoiding
the phrases above is less about sparing someone'’s feelings and more about protecting your own investment.
Clear, respectful, specific language, paired with realistic expectations, usually does more for your renovation than

any single design choice.

Talk to your builder as you would talk to a trusted financial advisor or doctor: ask direct questions, share your
constraints honestly, push back when something does not make sense, and resist the temptation to bluff,

threaten, or compare them to every bargain story you have ever heard.

Good builders remember the clients who understand that dynamic, and they often do their best work for them. In
a market like Southfield, where every decision about your house touches taxes, financing, and future value, that

relationship is worth more than any single line item on your quote.
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