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Congratulations on taking the first step toward purchasing a home in Orlando, 
Florida. Whether you're relocating from New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, 
California, or anywhere else in the country, understanding the financing process is 
one of the most important parts of buying a home. Many buyers focus on finding the 
perfect home before understanding what they can comfortably afford — but the 
most successful home purchases begin with a solid financing plan. This guide will 
walk you through every stage of the process, from getting pre-approved to receiving 
the keys to your new home.



CHAPTER 1

How Much House Can You Afford?
Before touring a single home, you need a clear picture of what you can comfortably afford. Many relocation buyers are approved for more than they 
should spend — a buyer approved for $700,000 may only want to spend $550,000 once Florida-specific costs are factored in. Your true monthly 
housing payment includes far more than just principal and interest.

Principal & Interest
The core loan payment based on your purchase price, down 
payment, and interest rate. This is what most buyers focus on — but 
it's only part of the equation.

Property Taxes
Florida property taxes are based on assessed value and often 
increase significantly after purchase. The seller's current tax bill 
rarely reflects what you'll actually pay.

Homeowners Insurance
Florida insurance costs have risen sharply. Windstorm coverage, 
hurricane deductibles, and flood insurance can add hundreds per 
month to your payment.

HOA & CDD Fees
Many Orlando communities — especially Horizon West, Winter 
Garden, and Clermont — have HOA and CDD fees that can total 
$300–$600+ per month.

Debt-to-Income Ratio (DTI)

Lenders evaluate your gross monthly income against all monthly 
debt obligations. Most conventional loans prefer a DTI below 45%. 
This includes car loans, student loans, credit cards, and personal 
loans.

What You'll Need to Save

Down payment — typically 3%–20% of purchase price

Closing costs — approximately 2%–5% of purchase price

Moving expenses — relocation costs, utility setup, furnishings

Emergency reserves — lenders often require 2–6 months of 
payments



CHAPTER 2

Why Pre-Approval Matters — and How to Get It
A mortgage pre-approval is one of the most important steps in the home-buying process. In Orlando's competitive market, most sellers will not even 
consider an offer without a pre-approval letter. It demonstrates seriousness, strengthens your negotiating position, and identifies potential 
financing issues before they become deal-breakers.

Pre-Qualification vs. Pre-Approval

Pre-qualification is a casual estimate based on self-reported 
information — it carries little weight with sellers. Pre-approval 
involves a full credit check, income verification, and a conditional 
commitment from the lender. Always pursue full pre-approval before 
making an offer.

How Long Pre-Approvals Last

Most pre-approvals are valid for 60–90 days. If your home search 
extends beyond that window, your lender can refresh your pre-
approval with updated documentation.

Documents Lenders Typically Require

Driver's license or government-issued ID

Recent pay stubs (last 30 days)

W-2s from the past two years

Federal tax returns (past two years)

Bank and retirement account statements

Gift letter (if using gifted down payment funds)

Self-employed buyers may need additional documentation 
including profit and loss statements and business tax 
returns.



CHAPTER 3

Understanding Your Credit Score
Your credit score is one of the most powerful factors in your home-buying journey. It directly impacts your loan approval, interest rate, and monthly 
payment. Even small score improvements can save you thousands over the life of your loan. Before applying for a mortgage, review your credit 
report, dispute any errors, and avoid actions that could lower your score.

Excellent — 740+
Best interest rates available. Maximum loan program options. 
Strongest negotiating position with lenders.

Good — 680–739
Competitive rates with most conventional lenders. Broad loan 
program access. Minor rate improvements possible with score 
optimization.

Fair — 620–679
May qualify for FHA or conventional loans. Rates will be higher. 
Consider improving score before applying if timeline allows.

Poor — Below 620
Limited loan options. Higher rates or mortgage insurance 
requirements. Focus on credit repair before beginning home search.

⚠️ What to Avoid Before Closing

Opening new credit cards or lines of credit

Financing furniture or appliances before closing

Purchasing or leasing a new vehicle

Missing any bill payments

Making large unexplained deposits into bank accounts

Co-signing for someone else's loan

Even small changes can affect your loan approval. Stay financially 
consistent from pre-approval through closing day.

How Credit Impacts Your Rate

A buyer with a 760 credit score may receive a rate 0.5%–0.75% lower 
than a buyer with a 640 score. On a $500,000 loan, that difference 
translates to approximately $200–$300 more per month — or over 
$100,000 more over the life of the loan.



CHAPTER 4

Types of Home Loans Available in Florida
Florida offers a wide range of loan programs to suit different buyer profiles. Understanding which program fits your situation can save you money 
and expand your options. Below is a breakdown of the most common loan types available to Orlando-area buyers.

Conventional Loans
Best for buyers with strong credit, 
stable income, and lower debt 
levels. Down payments as low as 
3%. Competitive rates and flexible 
terms. Private mortgage insurance 
(PMI) required if down payment is 
below 20%.

FHA Loans
Ideal for first-time buyers, lower 
credit scores, and smaller down 
payments (as low as 3.5%). More 
flexible underwriting guidelines. 
Requires upfront and monthly 
mortgage insurance premiums.

VA Loans
Available to eligible veterans and 
active-duty military. Zero down 
payment required. No monthly 
mortgage insurance. Competitive 
interest rates. A one-time funding 
fee applies (can be rolled into the 
loan).

USDA Loans
Available in certain rural areas 
surrounding Orlando. Zero down 
payment. Affordable financing for 
qualifying buyers. Income limits 
apply. Check specific property 
eligibility with your lender.

Jumbo Loans
Used for higher-priced homes 
exceeding conforming loan limits. 
Common in Windermere, luxury 
communities, and waterfront 
properties. Typically requires 
20%+ down payment and strong 
credit (720+).



CHAPTER 5

How Much Money Do You Need Up Front?
Many buyers focus exclusively on the down payment and overlook the full cash requirement. In Florida, your total cash needed at closing includes 
the down payment, closing costs, earnest money deposit, and moving expenses. Planning for all of these upfront prevents last-minute surprises.

Down Payment Options

Many buyers mistakenly believe they need 20% down. In reality, 
many programs allow much less:

3% down — Conventional or FHA programs

5% down — Common for conventional buyers

10% down — Reduces PMI and improves rate

20% down — Eliminates PMI entirely

Example on a $500,000 home:
3% = $15,000 | 5% = $25,000
10% = $50,000 | 20% = $100,000

Additional Upfront Costs

Earnest Money Deposit

Typically 1%–2% of purchase price in Orlando. Held in escrow 
and applied toward your down payment at closing.

Closing Costs

Approximately 2%–5% of purchase price. Includes lender fees, 
title insurance, appraisal, recording fees, and escrow deposits.

Moving & Setup Expenses

Relocation costs, utility deposits, immediate furnishings, and 
moving company fees. Budget $5,000–$15,000+ depending on 
distance and needs.



CHAPTER 6

Interest Rates, Property Taxes & Insurance in Florida
Three of the biggest surprises for relocation buyers are interest rate sensitivity, Florida property taxes, and homeowners insurance costs. 
Understanding these before you search for homes will give you a realistic picture of true monthly affordability.

How Interest Rates Affect Purchasing Power

A seemingly small increase in rates can significantly reduce what you 
can afford. On a $500,000 home with a 30-year fixed loan:

6.0% = approximately $2,849/month (P&I)

6.5% = approximately $3,004/month (P&I)

7.0% = approximately $3,160/month (P&I)

That's a difference of over $300 per month — or $3,600 per year — 
from just a 1% rate change. Rate locks, points, and buy-downs are 
tools your lender can use to manage this risk.

Fixed vs. Adjustable Rates

Most Orlando buyers choose a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage for 
payment stability. Adjustable-rate mortgages (ARMs) may offer lower 
initial rates but carry future uncertainty.

Florida Property Taxes — What Buyers Often Get 
Wrong

Many buyers look at a home's current tax bill and assume that's what 
they'll pay. This is often incorrect. Taxes are reassessed based on your 
purchase price.

Homestead 
Exemption

Florida residents who make 
the property their primary 
residence may qualify for 
significant tax savings and 
Save Our Homes protection 
against large future 
increases.

Second Home / 
Investment

No Homestead Exemption. 
Higher effective tax burden. 
No Save Our Homes cap. 
Always verify tax estimates 
based on your purchase 
price — not the seller's 
current bill.

Florida Homeowners Insurance

Insurance costs have become a major affordability factor. Coverage 
may include dwelling, liability, personal property, and windstorm 
protection. Flood insurance may be required separately. Premiums 
vary significantly by location and property condition.



CHAPTER 7

HOA & CDD Fees — A Critical Orlando Affordability 
Factor
One of the most overlooked costs for Orlando-area buyers is Community Development District (CDD) fees and homeowners association (HOA) dues. 
Many master-planned communities in Horizon West, Winter Garden, and Clermont include both — and they can add $300 to $800+ per month to 
your total housing payment. Understanding these fees before you fall in love with a home is essential.

What HOA Fees Cover

Homeowners Association fees fund the ongoing maintenance and 
amenities of your community. Typical coverage includes:

Community pools, clubhouses, and fitness centers

Landscaping of common areas and entry features

Security gates and neighborhood patrols

Playgrounds, parks, and walking trails

Enforcement of community architectural standards

HOA fees in Orlando-area communities typically range from $50 to 
$400+ per month depending on amenities and community size.

What CDD Fees Are

Community Development District fees are a unique Florida financing 
mechanism used to fund infrastructure in new communities — roads, 
water systems, streetlights, and community improvements. CDD fees 
are typically structured in two parts:

Bond Portion

Pays off the infrastructure 
bonds over 20–30 years. 
This portion disappears 
once bonds are repaid.

Maintenance 
Portion

Ongoing fee for 
infrastructure upkeep. This 
portion continues 
indefinitely.

CDD fees in Horizon West, Winter Garden, and Clermont communities 
can range from $1,500 to $4,000+ per year. Always factor these into 
your monthly budget calculations.

Buyer Tip: Ask your Realtor for a complete payment 
estimate including HOA and CDD fees before touring homes. 
Two homes with the same purchase price can have monthly 
costs differing by hundreds of dollars.



CHAPTER 8

Orlando-Area Financing Examples & The Buying 
Timeline
The examples below illustrate what it truly costs to own a home at different price points in Central Florida. These are estimates for educational 
purposes — actual payments will vary based on your specific lender, insurance provider, and community. Use these as a starting point for your own 
personalized payment analysis.

🏡 Clermont — $400,000

Down Payment (5%): $20,000
Loan Amount: $380,000
Rate: 6.50% | 30-Year Conventional

Estimated P&I: ~$2,401/month
+ Taxes, Insurance, HOA/CDD
Total Estimated: ~$3,100–$3,400/month

Ideal for: First-time buyers, relocating 
families, budget-conscious buyers

🏡 Horizon West — $600,000

Down Payment (10%): $60,000
Loan Amount: $540,000
Rate: 6.50% | 30-Year Conventional

Estimated P&I: ~$3,413/month
+ Taxes, Insurance, HOA/CDD
Total Estimated: ~$4,300–$4,700/month

Ideal for: Relocation buyers, growing 
families, remote workers

🏡 Windermere — $1,000,000

Down Payment (20%): $200,000
Loan Amount: $800,000
Rate: 6.50% | 30-Year Jumbo

Estimated P&I: ~$5,057/month
+ Taxes, Insurance, HOA
Total Estimated: ~$6,200–$6,800/month

Ideal for: Executive relocation, luxury 
buyers, business owners

Your Financing Timeline — From Start to Finish

1Week 1
Meet with lender, check credit, obtain pre-approval, 

determine budget

2 Weeks 2–6
Home search, touring neighborhoods, submitting offers

3Contract Accepted
Submit full loan application, open escrow, schedule 

inspections

4 Inspection Period
Home inspection, appraisal ordered, underwriting begins

5Underwriting
Income, asset, and employment verification. Conditional to 

final approval.

6 Clear to Close
Final approval received, closing disclosure reviewed, funds 
prepared

7Closing Day
Sign documents, wire funds, receive keys — you're a Florida 

homeowner!

Most financed purchases take approximately 30–45 days from contract to closing. Staying organized, responding quickly to lender requests, and 
avoiding financial changes during this period are the keys to a smooth closing.



FINAL CHAPTER

Common Mistakes to Avoid & Your Relocation 
Checklist
The financing mistakes in this section are the most common reasons relocation deals fall apart. Review them carefully — and use the checklist 
below to stay on track from pre-approval to closing day.

❌ Critical Mistakes After Going Under Contract

Changing jobs — Lenders verify employment up to closing. A job 
change can derail approval.

Financing furniture or appliances — New debt increases your 
DTI and can trigger loan denial.

Buying or leasing a new car — One of the most common deal-
killers for relocation buyers.

Opening new credit cards — Lowers your score and raises red 
flags during underwriting.

Making large unexplained deposits — Lenders require 
documented sources for all funds.

Missing any bill payments — Even one late payment can affect 
your rate or approval.

Co-signing for someone else — Adds their debt to your DTI 
calculation.

✅ Relocation Buyer Financing Checklist

01

Check your credit score and dispute any errors

02

Meet with a lender and compare loan programs

03

Obtain a full mortgage pre-approval

04

Gather all required financial documents

05

Determine your true monthly budget (including FL taxes, insurance, 
HOA/CDD)

06

Begin your home search in target neighborhoods

07

Submit your offer with pre-approval letter

08

Complete inspections and appraisal

09

Respond promptly to underwriting requests

10

Review closing disclosures before signing

11

Attend closing and receive your keys

Need Help? As both a Real Estate Broker and Attorney, David 
Dowell helps relocation buyers navigate the legal, financial, 
and real estate considerations of purchasing a home in 
Orlando, Windermere, Winter Garden, Horizon West, 
Clermont, and surrounding areas. Schedule a consultation 
to create your personalized home-buying strategy.


