
Priced out: Where can 
D.C.’s essential workers 
afford to live?

• The District of Columbia has about 85,112 
households1 headed by essential workers 
across 31 occupations vital to the city’s 
functioning.

• Many of the essential workers who work 
in D.C. live outside the District. In 2022, 
only 36 percent of the District’s essential 
workers resided in D.C., compared to 66 
percent of the overall workforce who do 
not work remotely.

• More essential workers living in the city 
would benefit the workers, employers, and 
the District.

• Essential workers who rent are more likely 
to live in D.C. (55 percent) compared to 
essential workers who are homeowners (28 
percent).

• Rent is expensive in D.C., with high 
burdens on essential workers across 
all wards and household sizes. Most 
single essential workers are priced out 
and essential worker households need 
dual incomes to afford a one-bedroom 
apartment in most wards.

• For policymakers, the challenge is to 
retain essential workers living in the city 
and to attract those from the suburbs. There 
are 36,646 renter households headed by 
essential workers who can be encouraged 
to move to or stay in D.C.

• Two-thirds of renter households headed 
by essential workers earn at or below 80 
percent of the Area Median Income (AMI) 
and are eligible for subsidies, but there is 
insufficient subsidized housing to meet the 
need. Essential worker households eligible 
for subsidies make up only a fifth of all 
eligible renter households.

• The District needs housing policies 
that increase supply at all price points, 
types, and across all wards. This requires 
rethinking zoning laws, permitting 
processes, and affordability approaches.

• Employers can benefit from more essential 
workers living in the city. Increasing 
employer engagement in housing can be 
an important way to create affordability and 
support essential workers living closer to 
their workplaces.

This report examines housing affordability for essential workers—those who provide 
critical services for the city and its residents—in the District of Columbia. It is the latest 
publication in a series of papers focused on workforce housing in the District of Columbia. 
The main takeaways include:



Introduction
Essential workers in the District of Colum-
bia provide critical services for the city’s 
functionality and residents' well-being. They 
include medical professionals, teachers, 
early childhood educators, first responders, 
and workers in the hospitality sector. De-
spite their importance, many of these jobs 
pay relatively low wages, making it difficult 
for essential workers to afford housing in 
D.C. As a result, many of D.C.’s essential 
workers live outside the District. For exam-
ple, in 2023, 41 percent of the District’s early 
childhood educators lived outside of the 
city,2 along with 77 percent of hotel workers, 
66 percent of healthcare support workers, 
30 percent of kindergarten teachers, and 
64 percent of police officers.3  

While it is expected that some workers 
would live outside D.C. due to the city’s 
relatively small size and proximity to Virginia 
and Maryland suburbs, the “residency dis-
parity” between essential workers and the 
general workforce is significant. In 2022, an 
estimated 66 percent of the District’s work-
force who did not work from home lived 
in the city.4 However, only 36 percent of 

essential workers, and 39 percent of house-
holds headed by a D.C. essential worker 
lived in the city.5  

This trend partly reflects preferences for 
larger or more affordable housing options 
available in the suburbs, particularly for 
homeownership. Approximately 60 percent 
of essential workers who work in D.C. are 
homeowners, but less than a quarter of 
them are D.C. residents. Homeownership, 
whether in D.C. or elsewhere in the region, 
is more common among essential workers 
with higher incomes such as registered 
nurses, firefighters, and police officers. In 
contrast, nearly half of essential workers 
who are renters live in D.C. (55 percent) 
and they are more likely to be lower-wage 
workers such as food service workers, hotel 
workers, and childcare workers. 
 
Housing affordability is a critical issue for 
D.C.'s essential workers, many of whom are 
priced out of the city. This leads to challeng-
es with employee retention, job satisfaction, 
and filling critical positions. To increase 
essential worker residency in D.C., we need 
housing policies that increase the supply of 
housing across all wards and housing types. 
Since many essential workers are renters, 



the key is to increase affordable rental 
housing options near their workplaces. Em-
ployers are a group that can be motivated 
to support housing solutions for essential 
workers.

Who are the 
essential workers 
in the District of 
Columbia?
According to Bureau of Labor Statistics 
data, in 2023, the District’s workforce in-
cluded an estimated 104,710 essential work-
ers in occupations vital to the city’s proper 
functioning (see appendix for full list of 
occupations classified as “essential” for the 
purposes of this study). The median annual 
salary for these workers varied between 
$35,960 (dishwashers) and $133,280 (nurse 
practitioners).6  

In 2022, there were an estimated 85,112 
households in the Washington metropol-
itan headed by an essential worker who 
worked in the District. Among these, 39 
percent lived in the District. The average 
household income for households headed 
by an essential worker was approximately 
$105,000.7  Workers who live in D.C. had 
an average household income of $107,000 
compared $101,000 for those who live in 
Maryland, and $109,000 for those who live 
in Virginia.8  

A typical household with an essential work-
er as the head of household had three peo-
ple living together, and this did not change 
by location. Renter households headed by 
an essential worker tended to be larger in 
MD (4 persons) and smaller in VA (2 per-
sons).9  

Why it matters that 
essential workers 
live close to where 
they work
Living close to work provides various eco-
nomic, environmental, social, and personal 
benefits for workers, employers, and the 
entire city. 

Benefits for the workers

Shorter commute times are associated with 
overall well-being and life-satisfaction.10  
Active commuting (such as biking or walk-
ing) can mitigate some negative impacts of 
commuting,11 but this benefit diminishes with 
longer commute times and distances. 

Shorter commutes contribute to better 
work-life balance. Long commutes are 
linked to stress,12 depression,13 higher 
anxiety levels,14 and lower job satisfaction,15  
which can affect job performance and 
increase quit rates. Moreover, stress and 
fatigue from lengthy commutes can reduce 
the time and energy workers have for their 
families,16 personal pursuits, and overall 
wellbeing.17

Shorter commutes impose lower costs. Ex-
penses for fuel, public transportation fares, 
or vehicle maintenance can significantly 
reduce an individual's disposable income. 
The opportunity cost of commuting is time 
and resources that could be spent on more 
rewarding endeavors such as other in-
come-generating activities or leisure.

Short commutes can also offer wage ben-
efits that help both the workers and the 



city. Cities like the District of Columbia offer 
much higher wages across all occupations 
partly because of the concentration of high-
er productivity workers. This wage premium 
usually holds true for essential workers 
too, who oftentimes work alongside high-
er paid colleagues. For example, in 2023, 
dental assistants in D.C. earned a 7 percent 
premium over dental assistants across the 
entire Washington metropolitan area.18 This 
premium was 6.5 percent for nursing assis-
tants and 6 percent for preschool teachers. 
When workers, especially less credentialed 
ones are priced out of employment centers, 
they miss out on better paying job opportu-
nities.19 

Benefits for the employers 

Shorter commutes are associated with low-
er employee turnover. For example, a longi-
tudinal study on personnel data from 2008-
09 to 2019-20 found that, in a given year, 
teachers and principals with commutes over 
45 minutes to work were 10 percentage 
points more likely to leave their jobs com-
pared to those with shorter commutes.20 
Less turnover means lower training and hir-
ing expenses. Turnover costs an average of 
one-fifth of an employee’s yearly salary due 
to hiring, training, and lost productivity.21  

Shorter commutes can also result in higher 
productivity. Long commutes correlate with 
higher absenteeism,22 affecting profit mar-
gins as businesses incur extra costs due to 
absenteeism.23 

Benefits for the city

Cities with shorter commutes have higher 
growth potential. Research shows a positive 
correlation between job proximity and bet-
ter hiring rates, lower job turnover, a more 

stable workforce, and faster economic de-
velopment, which in turn, increases revenue 
capacity.24 

Job proximity also benefits the environment. 
Shorter commutes can reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, alleviate traffic congestion 
in urban areas, lower fuel consumption, and 
decrease air pollution. 

Improved job access for low-income and 
non-white populations can improve social 
equity, reduce economic segregation and 
decrease dependence on social safe-
ty networks. Long commutes particularly 
impact these groups, potentially worsening 
employment disparities25 and could lead to 
prolonged periods of joblessness or hinder 
wealth building. For employers, this means 
unfilled job listings and unmet business 
demand. In cities, prolonged joblessness 
leads to poverty, weakened social net-
works, increased reliance on social welfare 
systems, and higher crime rates.26 Labor 
shortages reduce economic efficiency, pro-
ductivity, and tax revenues.27 

A D.C. Policy Center survey of businesses 
found that 62 percent consider “proxim-
ity to workforce” important for location 
decisions.28  Increasing the proportion of 
workers living in D.C. and near employment 
centers can improve job retention, enhance 
business climate, increase the District’s 
competitiveness in the region, and elevate 
quality of life for District residents. When 
essential workers are priced out of D.C., 
the city faces lower economic growth29 and 
higher levels of income and racial segrega-
tion.30 This underscores the importance of 
targeted housing interventions, particularly 
in the rental market, to attract and retain 
essential workers.



How well does the 
District’s rental 
housing market 
serve essential 
workers?
The District has an estimated 340,534 hous-
ing units, of which 201,820 units are rentals. 
31 Specifically, there are 146,972 rental apart-
ment units spread across 3,146 buildings. 
These units are roughly evenly distributed 
throughout the District’s eight wards, with 
the highest concentration (about 20 per-
cent) in Ward 6. 

The population boom from  2000 to 2020 
spurred multifamily construction, including 
construction of apartment buildings that has 
continued into the present.32 Between 2019 
and 2024, the District added 22,322 net 
new rental apartment units—an 18 percent 
growth. However, these units are concen-
trated in newer neighborhoods like Navy 
Yard, Southwest Waterfront, NoMa, and 
Union Market.33  

Finding #1: Rents vary greatly 
across the District

Due to the distribution of new housing 
and significant differences in the quality of 
housing stock and neighborhood ameni-
ties, rents vary greatly across the city. Using 
data from CoStar, we estimated the average 
rents for one-bedroom, two-bedroom, and 



three-bedroom apartments throughout the 
District. The maps below show average 
rents by unit size and ward. Across all apart-
ment types, Wards 2 and 3 are the most ex-
pensive, while Wards 7 and 8 are the least 
expensive, with rents typically 60 percent or 
less than those in Wards 2 and 3.
Average rents by apartment type and ward
 

Finding #2: Rental housing is 
expensive for many households 
in D.C.

Of the approximately 327,000 households 
in the District of Columbia, 187,998 are rent-
ers. These households rent several types of 
housing, including market-rate and sub-
sidized rental apartments, units in condo-
minium buildings, flats, converted units, and 
single-family homes. Data from the Amer-
ican Community Survey (ACS) reveal that 
among all renter households, gross rent is 
38 percent of annual income. Approximately 
32 percent of all renter households spend 
more than 30 percent of their income on 
rent, and one in ten renter households 
spend more than half of their annual income 
on rent.

Rent burden is an important concern for the 
city. Rent-burdened households face risks 
to their financial well-being and socioeco-
nomic standing, such as difficulty saving 
and investing money or securing necessi-
ties like groceries or utilities. These house-
holds are more vulnerable to the effects of 
unexpected events such as medical emer-
gencies, vehicle repairs, or income loss. 
Prolonged financial distress can negatively 
impact familial ties, childhood development, 
marriage, emotional health, and physical 
health.34  

This report examined households with 
one to four members (suitable for stu-
dio, one-bedroom, two-bedroom, and 
three-bedroom units, respectively) that 
report renting in the District. Using the com-
monly accepted criterion that housing costs 
should not exceed 30 percent of house-
hold income, we estimated the annual 
household income necessary to avoid rent 
burdens. We then analyzed the share of 
households of different sizes to determine 
which would be priced out of rental housing 
in each ward. 

The data show that for studio apartments, 
over 50 percent of single-person house-
holds cannot afford rental units in Wards 1, 
2, 3, and 6. Even in the relatively lower-rent 
Wards 7 and 8, 41 percent and 48 percent 
of households are priced out, respectively. 
One-bedroom apartments are relatively 
more affordable for two-person households 
across all wards. However, rents for larger 
apartments with two or three bedrooms are 
increasingly exclusionary. For example, 65 
percent of three-person households and 
85 percent of four-person households are 
priced out of Ward 2.
 



Finding #3: An even larger 
share of essential workers are 
priced out of the District’s rental 
market. 

Replicating the same analysis for D.C.’s 
essential workers reveals that even fewer 
of these workers can afford renting in the 
District of Columbia. Housing affordability 
is influenced by factors such as household 
size and the number of working adults. Ac-
cording to estimates from ACS, about half of 
D.C.’s essential workers are married (47 per-
cent). Additionally, 23 percent have children 
or other family members but no spouse, 13 
percent live in non-family households, and 

17 percent live alone.

Examining the affordability of rental apart-
ments by size and ward shows that es-
sential workers who live alone are most 
often priced out of the District. In other 
words, multiple incomes are necessary 
for essential worker households to afford 
average rental prices in the District, even 
for one-bedroom apartments. While multi-
ple incomes make one- and two-bedroom 
apartments affordable, half of all essential 
workers are priced out of three-bedroom 
apartments in all wards except Wards 7 and 
8.

For most hotel and service industry occu-



pations, health care support workers, and 
nursing assistants, a single essential worker 
is priced out of almost all apartment types 
across all wards, including studios. Most 
teachers and first responders (police and 
firefighters) can afford a studio apartment 
in most of D.C., but these occupations are 
priced out of one-bedroom units in the most 
expensive wards (Wards 2 and 3), even as-
suming a household with two wage earners.

Pre-school teachers and childcare workers 
are priced out of studios across nearly the 
entire city. They can likely afford one- and 
two-bedroom apartments with a second 
income from a partner or family member, 
but they are again priced out of almost all 
three-bedroom apartments citywide.35  In 
the healthcare industry, entry-level workers 
like nursing assistants would be rent-bur-
dened across nearly the entire city, while 

registered nurses and nurse practitioners 
could afford to live in one-bedroom apart-
ments in most areas. (For the percentages 
of a worker’s salary each apartment would 
require by type and ward, see Appendix 
tables.)



Subsidized housing 
alone cannot solve 
the affordability 
problem for 
essential workers
While housing affordability is a major topic 
of policy interest in the District, the policy 
conversations are more often focused on 
subsidized affordability, targeting house-
holds with incomes at or under 80 percent 
of AMI. However, data suggest that serving 
these households only through subsidized 
housing is not feasible. 

The District has developed many programs 
ranging from capital subsidies for affordable 

housing production and preservation to 
inclusionary zoning and rent subsidies such 
as vouchers and rent supplements.36 These 
programs, along with federal subsidies, 
collectively subsidize approximately 48,500 
units.37 In comparison, of the 187,998 rent-
er households in the District, an estimated 
106,600 households (or 57 percent of all 
renter households) have an annual income 
below 80 percent of AMI.38 That means the 
District’s current affordable housing stock 
can accommodate only 45 percent of these 
households. And essential workers who are 
renters are only about 20 percent of these 
households and will likely not be prioritized 
in distribution of subsidized housing. 
 
While the District’s investments in subsi-
dized affordable housing are substantial, 
these programs are not always efficient 
for supporting rent-burdened households, 
including essential workers. Projects re-



ceiving capital subsidies through the Hous-
ing Production Trust Fund, HUD loans, or 
Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) 
require complex financing and numerous 
requirements. Developers using these 
subsidies, whether for-profit or non-prof-
it, must navigate extensive government 
requirements and legal, accounting, and 
compliance work, adding time and cost. 
Project selection often depends on political 
support, causing delays. Additionally, the 
concentration of subsidized projects in low-
cost areas perpetuates segregation; half of 
the subsidized units are in the two wards 
with the highest family poverty rates.39  

How can the 
District’s housing 
market be more 
welcoming to 
essential workers? 

High housing costs have always been a 
major factor driving residents out of the Dis-
trict. Historically, people moved to D.C. for 
jobs and left for more affordable housing.40  
One reason for high housing costs is the 
difficulty of building density in many areas 
of the District zoned for residential use. 
Single-family zoning occupies 13.2 square 
miles, or about 20 percent of the District’s 
surface area, and 74 percent of all residen-
tial tax lots, including apartments, condos, 
and cooperatives (17.2 square miles).41 High 
construction costs, an unpredictable permit-
ting process, and the Height Act, which lim-
its building density, further drive up housing 
costs and reduce the District’s competitive-
ness in retaining residents and workers.42  

To make housing more affordable and 
welcoming to essential workers and oth-
er households, the District must focus 
on increasing housing supply, densifying 
neighborhoods, and building for all income 
levels. This requires more lenient zoning, 
a smoother permitting process, and pro-
grams aligned with the District’s economic 
development needs. Housing affordability is 
increasingly crucial for attracting and retain-
ing residents and workers, making it argu-
ably the District’s most important economic 
development policy.

An underexplored aspect of housing is 
the employers’ interest in having essential 
workers living nearby. Employers benefit 
from access to local workers and should be 
part of housing policies that promote afford-
ability. They can be motivated to participate 
in efforts to create affordable housing for 
essential workers.

To this end, the D.C. Policy Center is devel-
oping an affordable housing model called 
inclusionary conversions. This model aims 
to efficiently and affordably create housing 
units in high-cost areas where govern-
ment-funded affordable housing has been 
difficult to produce, primarily through em-
ployer engagement. This approach can cre-
ate units at a fraction of the cost and time 
of traditional programs by replacing compli-
cated financial transactions with leases and 
contracts. The main target for this model is 
workforce housing, such as for teachers, 
childcare workers, and healthcare workers, 
but it can also be applied to create afford-
able housing at various affordability levels.
The next report in this series will describe 
the inclusionary conversions model.
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Average rent as a percentage of average income for one 
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Methodology 

For the estimates of the percent of D.C. 
workers and essential workers who can 
afford to live in D.C., we assumed that a 
single household would occupy a studio 
apartment, a two person household would 
occupy a one bedroom apartment, a three 
person household would occupy a two 
bedroom apartment, and a four person 
household would occupy a three bedroom 
apartment. 

For household sizes and incomes of all 
workers, we used 2022 single year PUMA 
data from the American Community Survey 
(ACS). For the household sizes and incomes 
of essential workers, we were not able to 
estimate rent burdens for all occupations 
due to the size of the standard errors. We 
assumed rents would be affordable if they 
were under 30 percent of estimated house-
hold income for the corresponding apart-
ment size. 

Salary data from the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics is often more accurate than ACS data 
for single workers. However, as only 17 
percent of essential workers lived alone, we 
used ACS household income data to deter-
mine whether workers in essential worker 
occupations would be priced out of D.C. 
 

Data Notes 
The American Community Survey (ACS)
ACS data uses the one-year estimates for 
2022. Summary estimates are based on 
the weighted data and contain the corre-
sponding standard errors calculated on a 
95 percent confidence interval. ACS data 
was used to compile profiles on family size, 

household income, and household type for 
the different occupations used in our analy-
sis. We collected data for the entire region 
(D.C., Maryland, Virginia) but only used data 
for those who had a place of work noted as 
the District in our final analysis. Therefore, 
someone who lives in D.C. but works out-
side of the city is not included. However, 
someone who lives in VA but works in D.C. 
is included.

Variables used in analysis: 

• POWSP (Place of work) 
• NP (Number of persons)
• HHT (Household type)
• OCCP (Occupation)
• HINCP (Household income) 
• POWSP (State code)
• JWTRANS (Means of transportation to 
work)
• TEN (Tenure or renter status)
Occupations used in analysis:
• CMS-Educational, Guidance, and Career 
Counselors and Advisors
• EAT-Bartenders, 
• EAT-Chefs and Head Cooks
• EAT-Cooks
• EAT-Dining Room and Cafeteria 
Attendants and Bartender Helpers
• EAT-Dishwashers
• EAT-First-Line Supervisors of Food 
Preparation and Serving Workers
• EAT-Food Preparation Workers
• EAT-Food Preparation and Serving Related 
Workers, All Other
• EAT-Hosts and Hostesses, Restaurant, 
Lounge, and Coffee Shop
• EAT-Waiters and Waitresses
• EDU-Elementary and Middle School 
Teachers
• EDU-Other Educational Instruction and 
Library Workers
• EDU-Other Teachers and Instructors
• EDU-Postsecondary Teachers



• EDU-Preschool and Kindergarten 
Teachers
• EDU-Secondary School Teachers
• EDU-Special Education Teachers
• EDU-Teaching Assistants
• HLS-Nursing Assistants
• HLS-Other Healthcare Support Workers
• MED-Nurse Practitioners, and Nurse 
Midwives
• MED-Registered Nurses
• MGR-Education and Childcare 
Administrators
• OFF-Hotel, Motel, and Resort Desk Clerks
• PRS-Baggage Porters, Bellhops, And 
Concierges
• PRS-Childcare Workers
• PRT-Firefighters
• PRT-First-Line Supervisors of Firefighting 
and Prevention Workers
• PRT-First-Line Supervisors of Police and 
Detectives
• PRT-Police Officers

CoStar

Multifamily rental data from CoStar was col-
lected on June 18th, 2023. Ward level anal-
ysis using CoStar was done by first creating 
a point layer by geocoding the addresses in 
the D.C. region and then creating a spatial 
join between this new point layer and the 
2022 Ward Boundary shapefile available on 
Open Data DC. 

Variables used in analysis: 

• Property Address 
• Market Name
• Submarket Name 
• State
• Zip Code 
• Effective Rent per Unit (for studios, one 
bedrooms, two bedrooms, and three 
bedrooms) 
• Number of Units (for studios, one 

bedrooms, two bedrooms, and three 
bedrooms) 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS); Occupa-
tional Employment and Wage Statistics 
(OEWS)

Data was collected from OEWS on June 
20th, 2024 and was used primarily to build 
our model. 

Occupations of interest (and corresponding 
SOC code):

• Educational Instruction and Library 
Occupations (250000)
• Preschool Teachers, Except Special 
Education (252011)
• Kindergarten Teachers, Except Special 
Education (252012)
• Elementary School Teachers, Except 
Special Education (252021)
• Middle School Teachers, Except Special 
and Career/Technical Education (252022)
• Secondary School Teachers, Except 
Special and Career/Technical Education 
(252031)
• Registered Nurses (291141)
• Nurse Practitioners (291171)
• Nursing Assistants (311131)
• Healthcare Support Workers, All Other 
(319099)
• First-Line Supervisors of Police and 
Detectives (331012)
• Firefighters (332011)
• Police and Sheriff's Patrol Officers (333051)
• Cooks, Restaurant (352014)
• Food Preparation Workers (352021)
• Bartenders (353011)
• Waiters and Waitresses (353031)
• Dishwashers (359021)
• Hosts and Hostesses, Restaurant, Lounge, 
and Coffee Shop (359031)
• Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners 
(372012)



• Baggage Porters and Bellhops (396011)
• Concierges (396012)
• Hotel, Motel, and Resort Desk Clerks 
(434081)
OEWS and the ACS do not track occupation 
titles the same and as such there are dif-
ferences in occupational titles between the 
two datasets. We matched the occupations 
between the two datasets to the best of our 
ability based on their respective titles. 
Variable of interest:
• Annual median wage 
• Annual mean wage
• Employment
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