
 

Cleveland Home Buyer Guide 

21 Hill Real Estate – guiding you home in Greater Cleveland. We are proud to present this 
Cleveland Home Buyer Guide tailored for first-time buyers and newcomers relocating to the 
Cleveland/Akron area. This comprehensive guide is packed with data-driven insights and step-
by-step advice to make your home purchase journey smooth and informed. (Design Note: The 
guide’s visuals incorporate 21 Hill Real Estate’s dark emerald green, white, and black branding 
for a polished, professional look.) 

 
Cleveland’s iconic script sign at the downtown lakefront. Welcome! Cleveland’s housing market 
offers a combination of affordability and opportunity for buyers. The median home price in 
the city is around $113,500 as of mid-2025, reflecting about a 5% increase year-over-year[1]. 
This makes Cleveland notably more affordable than other major Ohio metros. At the same time, 
demand is solid – on average, homes receive multiple offers and sell in roughly 44 days in the 
current market[2]. (By comparison, national averages are often longer, indicating Cleveland 
properties move at a healthy pace.) Inventory has expanded recently (listing volumes up over 
30% in the region), giving buyers more options[1]. Sale prices are averaging about 98–100% of 
list price, so competitive offers are typically needed in desirable areas. Overall, Cleveland 
presents a balanced market: affordable yet active, with rising prices but also more listings to 
choose from. In the following sections, we’ll break down the homebuying process, highlight key 
neighborhoods, and cover special programs to help first-time buyers succeed in this market. 



 

Step-by-Step Homebuying Process 

Navigating the homebuying process can feel complex, but it becomes manageable when broken 
into clear steps. Below is a step-by-step overview from mortgage pre-approval through closing: 

1. Mortgage Pre-Approval: Duration: ~1 week. Begin by meeting with a lender to 
determine your budget and get a pre-approval letter. The lender will review your 
income, credit, and savings to pre-approve you for a mortgage amount. This step is 
crucial – in competitive markets, sellers expect a pre-approval with any offer[3]. Pre-
approval also clarifies what you can afford, preventing wasted time on homes outside 
your price range. Most pre-approval letters remain valid for 60–90 days[4], and 
updating them is easy if it takes longer to find a home. (Tip: Avoid major financial 
changes during this period, such as taking on new debt, as it could affect your approval.) 

2. Home Search and Hiring an Agent: Duration: varies (a few weeks to a few months). 
With pre-approval in hand, start shopping for your home. Hire a knowledgeable real 
estate agent who knows the Cleveland/Akron neighborhoods well – their guidance is 
invaluable for first-time buyers. Make a list of your must-haves (bedrooms, yard, 
commute, etc.) and nice-to-haves. Tour homes in your target areas and attend open 
houses. In Cleveland’s market, well-priced homes, especially in popular neighborhoods, 
can go under contract in a couple of weeks or less in some cases, so be prepared to act 
decisively when you find the right home[5]. Don’t be discouraged if it takes time; it’s 
normal to see many houses before finding “the one.” Keep an eye on new listings and 
work closely with your agent to schedule visits quickly for homes you love. 

3. Making an Offer & Negotiation: Duration: 1–3 days of negotiation. Once you find the 
right home, your agent will help you craft a strong offer. You’ll consider the recent sale 
prices of comparable homes, the home’s condition, and how long it’s been on the 
market. In a hot neighborhood or a seller’s market, it may be wise to offer at or even 
above the listing price (sometimes with an escalation clause), whereas in a slower 
market you might have room to negotiate. Your offer will be written as a purchase 
agreement stating the price, any contingencies (such as inspection or financing 
contingencies), your down payment amount, and preferred closing date[6]. The seller 
may accept, reject, or counter-offer. Commonly, there may be a brief back-and-forth on 
price or terms. Once both parties sign, the offer becomes a binding contract and you 
move into the next phase. 

4. Home Inspection and Appraisal: Duration: 1–2 weeks. After going under contract, 
schedule a professional home inspection promptly. In Ohio, a standard home inspection 
(for structural and mechanical review) typically costs around $300–$400[7] and 
examines the property’s roof, foundation, electrical, plumbing, HVAC, and more. Attend 
the inspection if possible, to learn about the home’s systems. If the inspector finds any 
issues, you (with your agent) can request repairs or negotiate concessions with the 
seller as per your inspection contingency. In parallel, your lender will schedule a home 



 
appraisal to confirm the property’s value meets the loan amount. The appraisal (paid by 
the buyer) protects you and the bank from overpaying. If the appraisal comes in lower 
than the purchase price, your agent will advise on next steps (renegotiating price or 
bringing a larger down payment, for example). Assuming inspection and appraisal are 
satisfactory, you move forward. 

5. Finalize Mortgage & Prepare for Closing: Duration: ~3–5 weeks (runs concurrently with 
above). While inspections are happening, you’ll be working with your lender to finalize 
the loan approval. This means providing any updated documents the lender requests 
(pay stubs, bank statements, etc.) and securing homeowner’s insurance. The lender’s 
underwriters will verify all details. Avoid making large purchases or credit changes 
during this time, as the lender will re-check your credit and employment just before 
closing. The title company or closing attorney will also be busy doing a title search to 
ensure there are no liens or legal issues with the home’s title[8]. They prepare closing 
documents and a final Closing Disclosure statement that lists all costs. By law, you’ll 
receive the Closing Disclosure at least 3 days before closing to review all charges and 
your final cash needed to close. Use this time to ask any questions and arrange to wire-
transfer or get a cashier’s check for the down payment and closing costs. If required, do 
a final walk-through of the property 24–48 hours before closing to ensure it’s in the 
agreed-upon condition (e.g. any negotiated repairs are done, no new damage). 

6. Closing Day & Move-In: Duration: 1 day (signing takes ~1 hour). Closing day is when you 
sign all the mortgage and title paperwork to officially transfer ownership. Plan to bring a 
photo ID and the proof of funds (or have wired the funds) for your down payment & 
closing costs[9]. At the closing (typically held at a title company office or attorney’s 
office), you will review and sign a large stack of documents: the deed, mortgage note, 
loan agreement, tax documents, etc. Don’t hesitate to ask for clarification on any forms 
– the closing agent will explain each item. Once all parties have signed and the funds 
have been transferred, you receive the keys to your new home! Congratulations – you 

are now a homeowner.         At this point, the homebuying process is complete and you 
can proceed to move in. (Tip: Keep copies of your closing packet documents and store 
them in a safe place. Also, changing the locks and updating your address for utilities and 
accounts should be high on your immediate to-do list.) 

Homebuyer Checklist: Below is a quick-reference checklist of key steps and items to complete 
during your home purchase process: 

•      Get Pre-Approved: Meet with a lender to determine your price range and obtain a 
mortgage pre-approval letter (needed to make serious offers). 

•      Set Your Budget: Determine a comfortable monthly payment, factoring in taxes, 
insurance, HOA fees (if applicable), and maintenance. Remember to budget for closing 
costs (usually ~2–5% of the price) and moving expenses. 



 

•      Hire a Buyer’s Agent: Choose a real estate agent familiar with Cleveland 
neighborhoods who will represent your interests. Discuss your needs and preferred 
areas with them. 

•      House Hunting: Research neighborhoods, attend open houses, and schedule 
showings quickly for promising listings. Keep notes on each property. 

•      Make an Offer: When you find the right home, work with your agent to write a 
competitive offer. Decide on an offer price and any contingencies (inspection, financing, 
etc.). Be prepared to negotiate. 

•      Inspection: Hire a licensed home inspector after your offer is accepted. Review the 
inspection report in detail and discuss any issues with your agent. Negotiate repairs or 
credits with the seller if needed. 

•      Appraisal: The lender will arrange an appraisal. Ensure the appraised value at least 
meets the contract price. If not, consult your agent on next steps. 

•      Loan Approval: Stay in close contact with your lender. Provide any additional 
documents quickly to avoid delays. Do not make large purchases or credit changes 
before closing. 

•      Homeowner’s Insurance: Shop for a homeowner’s insurance policy. You’ll need to 
have one in place by closing. 

•      Final Walk-Through: Prior to closing, do a walk-through of the home with your 
agent to verify everything is in order as expected. 

•      Closing Funds: Obtain a cashier’s check or wire transfer for the amount needed at 
closing (down payment + closing costs, minus any deposits already paid). Your Closing 
Disclosure will tell you the exact amount. 

•      Closing Day: Bring your ID and come ready to sign documents. Once done, celebrate 
and keep your signed papers. You’ve bought a home! 

By following this step-by-step process and using the checklist, you can approach homebuying 
with confidence and minimal surprises. Next, let’s explore Cleveland’s neighborhoods to help 
you decide where to focus your home search. 

Cleveland Neighborhood Profiles 

Greater Cleveland is a patchwork of diverse neighborhoods and suburbs, each with its own 
character, amenities, and housing stock. Below we profile a few key areas popular with first-
time homebuyers and relocating families. For each neighborhood, we’ll highlight the 
vibe/advantages, typical home prices, and notable amenities to consider: 

Ohio City (Cleveland Near-West Side) 

Profile: Ohio City is one of Cleveland’s most historic and vibrant neighborhoods, located just 
west of Downtown. It’s known for its trendy, walkable atmosphere – home to the famous West 



 
Side Market, numerous craft breweries, art galleries, and eateries. Young professionals and 
first-time buyers are drawn to Ohio City for its vibrant nightlife and community events, as well 
as the convenience of a short commute into Downtown. Housing: The area features a mix of 
classic Victorian homes, newer townhomes, and condos. The median home price in Ohio City is 
around $166,700 (as of mid-2025)[10], reflecting its relative affordability among near-
downtown neighborhoods (and a 7% increase year-over-year). Pros: Lively restaurant/bar 
scene, walkability, historic charm, and ongoing development of shops and apartments. 
Amenities: Aside from the West Side Market, residents enjoy local parks, coffee shops, and 
easy access to highways and public transit. 

Tremont (Cleveland Near-West Side) 

Profile: Just south of Ohio City, Tremont is a historic neighborhood known for its artsy vibe and 
charming character. Centered around Professor Avenue, Tremont boasts art galleries, boutique 
shops, and some of Cleveland’s trendiest restaurants and cafes – all nestled among Victorian 
homes on tree-lined streets. It has a strong arts community and hosts the monthly “Walkabout 
Tremont” art festival. Housing: Tremont’s housing includes renovated century homes, new-
build townhouses, and the occasional fixer-upper, making it appealing for those interested in 
historic architecture or renovation projects. Home prices are on the higher side for the city; the 
median price is about $350,000*[11], reflecting the area’s popularity (this is slightly down 
from last year, indicating a potential opportunity for buyers). *Pros: Close proximity to 
Downtown (5-10 minute drive), a vibrant dining scene, and distinctive historic charm. 
Amenities: Abundant art galleries, top-rated restaurants, boutique fitness studios, and scenic 
views of the Cleveland skyline from many streets. Residents also enjoy easy freeway access and 
nearby Metroparks trails in the Cuyahoga Valley. 

Lakewood (Inner-Ring West Side Suburb) 

Profile: Just west of Cleveland’s city border along Lake Erie, Lakewood is a highly sought-after 
suburb for young families and professionals. This inner-ring suburb has an eclectic, vibrant vibe 
with independent shops, cafes, and a buzzing restaurant/bar scene, especially along Detroit 
Avenue[12]. Lakewood is often praised for its strong sense of community, walkable 
neighborhoods, and beautiful lakefront parks (like Lakewood Park, featuring the Solstice Steps 
with stunning sunset views). It’s also known for relatively dense, urban-style living in a 
suburban setting – many early 20th-century houses on quaint streets, plus some high-rise 
apartments with lake views. Housing: Lakewood’s homes are mostly single-family colonials and 
bungalows from the early 1900s, often updated inside, as well as duplexes and small apartment 
buildings. The typical home value in Lakewood is around $280–$290K as of late 2025[5], and 
the market is competitive – homes often go under contract in just over a week on average[5]. 
Some larger or fully renovated homes can sell in the $300Ks. Pros: Lively downtown district, 
excellent food and nightlife, proximity to Lake Erie, and quick access to Cleveland (15-minute 
drive to downtown). It’s also known for good city services and schools that are improving, 
which appeals to families. Amenities: Dozens of restaurants, breweries, and pubs; multiple 



 
grocery stores; library and community events; plus lakefront recreation (public beaches, fishing 
pier, and summer concerts in the park). Lakewood’s mix of urban energy and suburban comfort 
makes it a standout choice for many first-time buyers. 

Shaker Heights (East Side Suburb) 

Profile: Shaker Heights is a picturesque, historic suburb located about 20 minutes east of 
Downtown Cleveland. Renowned for its beautiful architecture and top-rated schools, Shaker 
Heights offers a more tranquil, family-friendly suburban feel. The community was one of 
America’s first planned suburbs, with elegant Tudor and Colonial-style homes, winding 
boulevards, and lush greenery. It attracts families for its strong public school system and 
abundance of parks. Shaker also has two popular commercial districts (Shaker Square and the 
Van Aken District) with shops, restaurants, and a farmer’s market. Housing: Homes in Shaker 
Heights range from charming single-family houses in the $200Ks to grand historic mansions 
exceeding $700K, with many options in between. The median home price is approximately 
$335,000[13] (up about 6% in the past year), reflecting the quality of homes and community. 
Many houses are spacious (3-5+ bedrooms) with distinctive architectural details, often situated 
on tree-lined streets. Pros: Outstanding schools (both public and private), a family-oriented 
atmosphere, and architectural beauty. The city has its own quick transit line (RTA Green 
Line/Blue Line) that can take commuters to downtown Cleveland, which is a unique perk. 
Amenities: Shaker Heights offers plenty of parks and playgrounds, the scenic Shaker Lakes for 
walking and nature, and community centers. The Van Aken District provides modern shopping 
and dining, while Shaker Square (just over the border in Cleveland) is a historic shopping district 
with weekly markets. Overall, Shaker Heights provides a peaceful, upscale residential 
environment with urban conveniences a short drive (or train ride) away. 

_(Of course, Greater Cleveland includes many other notable neighborhoods and suburbs – each 
with its own appeal. Depending on your lifestyle and needs, you might also explore areas like 
Lakewood’s neighbor Rocky River (west side suburb on the lake), Downtown & Flats (urban loft 
living), Waterloo Arts District in Collinwood (emerging arts scene), Detroit-Shoreway/Gordon 
Square (trendy west side neighborhood), Cleveland Heights (diverse, vibrant east side city), and 
more. 21 Hill Real Estate can provide personalized guidance on any area of interest.)_ 

First-Time Homebuyer Programs & Incentives 

One of the advantages of buying in Ohio (and Cleveland in particular) is the availability of 
programs and incentives for first-time homebuyers. These can make purchasing a home more 
affordable through down payment assistance, tax breaks, or below-market financing. Below, we 
summarize key programs and resources: 

• Ohio Housing Finance Agency (OHFA) Loans: The OHFA offers special 30-year fixed-rate 
mortgage programs for first-time buyers and others with moderate incomes[14][15]. 
These loans can be FHA, VA, USDA, or conventional, but with generous income and 
purchase price limits to help more buyers qualify. Notably, OHFA loans can be 



 
combined with valuable add-ons like down payment assistance and tax credits 
(described below). Buyers must meet OHFA’s eligibility (e.g. generally no 
homeownership in last 3 years, income limits, and completion of a homebuyer 
education course)[16][17]. OHFA’s mission is to make homeownership affordable – 
interest rates on these loans are often slightly discounted, and they offer lower 
mortgage insurance options for conventional loans. If you’re a first-time buyer in Ohio, 
it’s worth asking your lender or agent about OHFA programs. 

• Down Payment Assistance (DPA): Coming up with a down payment is one of the biggest 
hurdles for new buyers. Ohio and local agencies provide help. OHFA’s “Your Choice” 
Down Payment Assistance program offers 3% of the home price for conventional loans 
(or 3.5% for FHA/VA/USDA loans) as assistance[18][19]. For example, on a $150,000 
home, OHFA could provide ~$4,500 towards your down payment or closing costs. This 
comes as a forgivable second loan: no payments are due, and it is fully forgiven after 7 
years (if you sell or refinance before then, you’d repay the assistance)[18]. Additionally, 
Cuyahoga County (which includes Cleveland) administers a separate DPA program: 
eligible first-time buyers can receive up to 17% of the purchase price toward down 
payment and closing costs[20]. This county assistance is a deferred second mortgage 
(0% interest) – it generally must be repaid when you sell or refinance, but there are no 
monthly payments, greatly reducing upfront costs. Between state and county programs, 
many Cleveland buyers can purchase with far less out-of-pocket cash. (Tip: These 
programs have income and price limits; for instance, Cuyahoga’s program is targeted to 
low-moderate income households and requires completion of a homebuyer education 
course. Be sure to check current eligibility rules and funding availability.) 

• First-Time Buyer Tax Credits: Beyond loans and grants, first-time buyers can get help at 
tax time. The primary benefit is the Mortgage Tax Credit Certificate (MCC) offered 
through OHFA. With an MCC, you can claim 40% of your annual mortgage interest (up 
to $2,000) as a direct federal tax credit every year[21][22]. This is money straight back 
in your pocket at tax time, effectively reducing your ongoing cost of owning a home. The 
credit lasts for the life of the loan (as long as you live in the home). For many, this saves 
thousands of dollars over the years. OHFA provides the MCC as “Mortgage Tax Credit 
Plus” when combined with an OHFA loan (40% credit rate) or even with non-OHFA loans 
in a scaled-down form (15–20% credit rate)[23]. Note: As of mid-2025 the MCC program 
was temporarily paused due to funding, but it’s expected to reopen – check with your 
lender or OHFA for the latest status[24]. Additionally, remember that homeowners can 
typically deduct mortgage interest and property taxes on their federal return if they 
itemize (though tax law changes in recent years mean many first-timers take the 
standard deduction; consult a tax advisor for your situation). 

• Special OHFA Programs – “Ohio Heroes” and “Grants for Grads”: OHFA recognizes 
certain groups with extra assistance. Ohio Heroes offers slightly reduced interest rates 
for professionals such as military veterans, active-duty service members, first 



 
responders (police, firefighters, EMTs), nurses/health care workers, and teachers[25]. 
These everyday heroes still use the standard OHFA loan but at a discount and can also 
get the 2.5%–5% down payment assistance loan[26]. Meanwhile, Grants for Grads is 
aimed at recent college graduates planting roots in Ohio. It provides a discounted 
mortgage rate plus down payment assistance (2.5% or 5% of the purchase price) that is 
forgiven after 5 years if the buyer stays in Ohio[27][28]. Eligible buyers must have 
earned a degree (associate or higher) within the past 48 months[29]. This is a fantastic 
incentive for new graduates to buy their first home in Ohio – effectively a free down 
payment if you remain in the state for five years. Combining a Grants for Grads loan 
with an MCC tax credit can yield substantial savings. 

• Local Grants & Other Resources: In addition to government programs, keep an eye out 
for community-based or employer-assisted programs. For example, some Cleveland 
area employers (hospitals, universities) offer housing incentives for employees who buy 
nearby (often called “live near work” programs). Non-profit organizations like CHN 
Housing Partners offer homebuyer education and sometimes financial assistance or 
matched-savings programs for qualifying buyers. Also, many banks participate in the 
Federal Home Loan Bank’s “Welcome Home” grant program, which can provide around 
$5,000 for qualified first-time buyers on a first-come, first-served basis each year. These 
programs can change annually, so ask your lender and agent about any new grants or 
assistance available at the time you’re buying. Finally, remember Ohio allows penalty-
free IRA withdrawals (up to $10,000) for first-time home purchases – a potential source 
of down payment funds (check with your financial advisor to see if this makes sense for 
you). 

By leveraging these first-time homebuyer programs and incentives, you can substantially 
reduce your out-of-pocket costs and make your Cleveland home purchase more affordable. We 
recommend speaking with a lender who is familiar with OHFA and local programs – they can 
pre-qualify you and layer these programs into your financing. A little research and the right 
guidance can save you a lot of money when buying your first home. 

Homebuying Timeline & Next Steps 

Buying a home is a journey, but you don’t have to navigate it alone. 21 Hill Real Estate is here 
to provide expert guidance at every step, from your initial market research through moving day. 
We hope this Cleveland Home Buyer Guide has given you a detailed understanding of what to 
expect. To recap, here is a simplified timeline of the homebuying process: 

• Preparation (Months 0–1): Get pre-approved for a mortgage and define your budget. 

• House Hunting (Months 1–3): Shop for homes with your agent, attend showings, and 
find the right property. 

• Contract to Closing (Months 3–4): After an accepted offer, complete inspections and 
appraisal, finalize your loan, then close on the home. 



 

• Post-Closing (Month 4+): Move in and enjoy homeownership! Don’t forget to update 
your address and maintain your home. 

Every transaction is unique – sometimes the timeline is faster (some buyers find a home in a 
few weeks), other times slower (it’s okay if it takes months to find the perfect fit). The key is to 
stay informed and patient. Use the checklist provided in this guide to keep track of your to-do 
items. And remember, your real estate agent and lender are your partners in this process – no 
question is too small to ask. 

Next Steps: If you’re ready to take the next step toward buying a home in the Cleveland/Akron 
area, 21 Hill Real Estate would be honored to assist you. Our team prides itself on being 
professional, trustworthy, and supportive, especially for first-time buyers. We can help you 
explore neighborhoods, recommend reputable lenders for pre-approval, and guide you through 
the entire journey of finding and purchasing your home. Contact us anytime for a personalized 
consultation or with any questions about the market data in this report. We’re here to make 
your dream of homeownership in Cleveland a reality. 

Happy home hunting! We look forward to welcoming you to the Cleveland community and to 
your new home. 

 

Sources: Data and information in this guide were drawn from reliable real estate resources and 
the latest market reports, including Zillow Research, Redfin, the Ohio Housing Finance Agency 
(OHFA), and local publications. Notable references: Cleveland housing trends and 
forecast[1][2]; neighborhood insights[11][12][5]; and first-time buyer program details from 
OHFA and Cuyahoga County[18][20][22]. This ensures the guide is up-to-date and factual as of 
late 2025. For any updates beyond this date or specific personal advice, please reach out to 21 
Hill Real Estate. We are committed to providing you with the most current and pertinent 
information for your home buying journey in Cleveland. 
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