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Redfin Reports Typical Retail Worker Earns $37,000 Less Than Needed to Afford Typical Apartment

The earnings shortfall is smallest in Cleveland, where the typical retail worker earns 33% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment. New York has the largest shortfall, at 71%.

SEATTLE — Nov. 26, 2025 —The typical retail worker in America earns $34,436 per year—51.6% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment. That’s according to a new report from Redfin, the real estate brokerage powered by Rocket. 

A renter would need to earn $71,172 to afford the typical apartment, which costs $1,779 per month. That means the typical retail worker earns $36,736 less than they would need to afford the typical apartment, though affordability has improved slightly in recent years.

Redfin considers a rental affordable if a renter spends no more than 30% of their income on rent. This is based on a Redfin analysis of 2024 wage estimates from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics program, and October 2025 multifamily rent data from the Zillow Observed Rent Index. Wage data covers workers in the following categories: cashiers, retail salespersons, first-line retail supervisors.

If the typical retail worker wanted to afford the typical apartment on their own, they would need to work 83 hours per week, which is obviously unrealistic for most people.

“As the cost of living has increased, so have the sacrifices renters must make to afford a place to live,” said Redfin Chief Economist Daryl Fairweather. “Since most retail workers don’t earn enough to afford the typical apartment, many are opting to share rent with a family member or friend, move far away from their job, or live in a very small space. The good news is rents are no longer rising as fast as they were during the pandemic, so rental affordability has actually improved slightly in recent years.”

Nearly 1 in 4 U.S. renters (23%) regularly or greatly struggle to afford the cost of housing, according to a Redfin-commissioned survey of roughly 1,600 renters conducted by Ipsos in May 2025. Of the 541 renters who moved within the 12 months prior to the survey, nearly 1 in 4 (23%) said they did so for lower housing costs. Many renters are eating at restaurants less often, taking fewer vacations and borrowing money from friends or family in order to make rent, Redfin reported in August. 

The retail industry has been hit particularly hard by layoffs, with 88,664 job cuts this year—a 145% increase from last year, according to Challenger, Gray & Christmas. Retailers are eliminating jobs due to falling sales, rising tariffs and the impact of AI. Seasonal retail hiring is expected to fall to the lowest level in 15 years, with the National Retail Federation predicting retailers will hire 265,000 to 365,000 seasonal workers in 2025, down from 442,000 last year.

It’s worth noting that while this report analyzes the “typical” retail worker and the “typical apartment,” the reality is that many retail workers never actually seek out the typical apartment because it’s out of their price range. For that reason, Redfin also looked at rental affordability for higher-earning retail workers—a group that is more likely to seek out the typical apartment. It was found that affordability is still very strained for this cohort. Retail workers with wages in the top 25%, for example, still earn 44.2% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment.

Rental Affordability for Retail Workers Has Improved Slightly 

While rental affordability for retail workers remains strained, it has improved slightly in recent years. The typical retail worker earns 51.6% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment. That’s an improvement from the 52.2% shortfall in October 2024, the 54.2% shortfall in October 2023 and the 56.8% shortfall in October 2022. 

Please note that wage data is lagged by a year; to measure rental affordability for 2025, Redfin used 2025 rent data and 2024 wage data, and to measure rental affordability for 2024, Redfin used 2024 rent data and 2023 wage data, and so on.

Affordability has improved slightly because wages have been growing faster than rents. Retail worker wages have been growing at a pace of around 3% year over year, and rents have been growing at a rate closer to 2%. That’s a shift from the pandemic moving frenzy, when rents were growing much faster than wages. Rent growth has slowed because an apartment-construction boom during the pandemic left landlords with rising vacancies, giving them less leeway to raise rents.

Earnings Shortfall Is Smallest for Retail Workers in Cleveland, Largest in New York

The typical retail worker in Cleveland earns 32.9% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment—the smallest shortfall among the metropolitan areas Redfin analyzed. It’s followed by St. Louis (34.6%), San Antonio (35.2%), Kansas City, MO (37.1%) and Milwaukee (37.5%). These are all places with among the lowest rents in the nation.

Redfin analyzed the 50 most populous metro areas and included in this analysis the 40 with sufficient data. In every metro, the typical retail worker earns less than they would need to afford the typical apartment.

In New York, the typical retail worker earns 71% less than they would need to afford the typical apartment—the largest shortfall among the metros Redfin analyzed. Next came Boston (66.5%), San Jose, CA (65.7%), Miami (65.2%) and San Diego (64.6%). These are all places with among the highest rents in the nation.

To view the full report, including charts and metro-level data, please visit: 
https://www.redfin.com/news/retail-worker-rental-affordability-2025
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