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Prices We Pay: Understanding Washington’s
Affordability Crisis

March 2026Executive Summary

Across Washington, families, workers, and employers are facing the same reality: it’s getting 
harder to make the math work here.

While that’s not new news, this study puts hard numbers behind what people are experiencing 
every day. It shows how quickly costs have risen, and it validates voter sentiment: 81 percent of 

Washingtonians report being worried about their own financial situation, and 85 percent are concerned about 
Washington’s economy and the availability of good-paying jobs for working families.

This study is a first step in understanding how we address affordability—and no one sector can solve it alone. 
Public and private decisions together will shape the costs that show up in people’s lives.

Governments have an important role: they can and should raise the taxes necessary for programs that help people 
in need or provide universal benefits, as well as regulate the economic environment to ensure it is safe and 
fair. But businesses set the price of your refrigerator repair or dinner out with your family. Government’s role is 
important there as well. Taxes and regulation need to be balanced to ensure businesses don’t have to pass costs 
to consumers, making things more expensive.

When it comes to tax policy, a state should endeavor to be average. The fact is: high-cost states also have high taxes. 
Being an outlier is rarely a good thing. That’s why understanding the cost drivers—and making more intentional 
choices about them—matters. 

> Download the Full Report <

Washington’s affordability challenge is persistent and 
accelerating. Our state ranks as the 5th most expensive 
place in the nation. From housing and utilities to 
food and transportation, rising costs are reshaping 
household budgets and narrowing everyday decisions 
about where and how people live, work, and plan for 
the future. And, it isn’t just Seattle. From Bremerton 
to Mount Vernon, the Tri-Cities, and Spokane, all 12 
metropolitan statistical areas in Washington 
rank in the top 25% priciest nationally.

Households are spending more on average, with 
housing and utilities, healthcare, food, and transportation accounting for 59% of consumer spending. These pressures 
coincide with increased outmigration to lower-cost states. At a time when we should be bending the cost curve, 
the affordability gap in Washington is growing, and prices have risen faster than anywhere else.

Understanding what’s behind these pressures requires a look across multiple measures and data sources. This report 
brings together national and regional data to establish a shared fact base, examining how Washington compares, 
where pressures are most acute, and how they have intensified over the last decade. The conclusion is consistent: 
Washington’s cost of living is high, rising quickly, and shaping decisions for families, workers, 
employers, and communities statewide.

Washington State Personal Consumption Expenditures

Source: BEA, 2024 Per Capita Personal Consumption Expenditures
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Washington’s Cost of Living is Outpacing the Nation

Where Spending Is Rising Fastest

From a national perspective, Washington stands out as an expensive outlier. The state ranks 5th most expensive in 
the U.S. based on overall price levels, trailing only California, Washington, D.C., New Jersey, and Hawaii.

Even more concerning, Washington’s cost of living has increased faster than any other state over the past decade. 
Relative prices have risen more than twice as fast as in California, signaling a widening affordability gap over time.

Over the past decade, consumer spend per person 
in Washington increased nearly 55%, rising from 
$40,650 in 2015 to $62,834 in 2024. While costs are 
rising across nearly every category, some areas are growing 
especially fast.

Housing and utility costs are up 62% over the decade 
(2015-2024), ranking Washington 6th highest in the nation.  
Transportation costs are up 51%, ranking 13th highest. Food 
costs are also climbing, up 50%, ranking Washington 17th.

These increases reflect both higher prices and the growing 
cost burden placed on everyday household necessities.
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Rising Costs & Outmigration

This is a Statewide Challenge

Rising costs may be affecting who chooses to live in 
Washington state. Between 2021 and 2023, the state 
experienced a net loss of more than 55,000 residents.

Most outmigration has been to states such as Arizona, 
Idaho, and Texas—places where overall costs and household 
spending levels are significantly lower. While affordability is 
not the sole driver of relocation, cost of living differences 
provide important context for understanding these 
migration trends.

High costs are not confined to Seattle or the Central Puget 
Sound. Every major metropolitan area in Washington ranks 
among the most expensive in the country.

All 12 Washington metro areas fall within the top 25% 
nationally for cost of living. Communities such as Spokane, 
the Tri-Cities, Bremerton, Olympia, and Mount Vernon 
face affordability pressures that exceed national averages, 
reinforcing that this is a statewide challenge affecting 
communities of all sizes.

WA consumer spending and price 
compared to states with greatest net 
migration (2021-2023)
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Seattle’s Costs in the National Context

Spokane & the Tri-Cities: 
High Costs Beyond the Puget Sound

Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Expenditure Survey enables comparison of household 
spending across major expense categories in 17 large MSAs.* Seattle ranked 3rd highest in average annual household 
expenditures. Across all expenditure categories, expenses for Seattle-area residents have outpaced inflation, with 
the fastest growth in housing (shelter), food (both groceries and dining out), and entertainment over the past decade.

Both the Spokane-Spokane Valley (Spokane) and Kennewick-Richland 
(Tri-Cities) rank among the top quartile of all 386 MSAs in the country 
based on Regional Price Parity data. Spokane ranks 67th and Tri-Cities 
ranks 85th.

When compared to a set of peer MSAs with similar economic scale 
over a five-year period (2021-2025), the annual cost of basic needs 
grew by about 30% in both Spokane and Tri-Cities.
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Individual Tax burden: 
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* �The BLS Consumer Expenditure Survey is only published for selected MSAs because sample sizes in many metros are too small to meet reliability and confidentiality 
standards for producing statistically valid estimates. This analysis focuses on the 17 MSAs with available data between 2014 and 2023.
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The Cost of Living—Category by Category
Independent national datasets confirm Washington’s position as a high-cost state. In five out of nine core spending 
categories—including gas, childcare, rideshare services, dining out, and buying a home—Washington ranks 
among the top five most expensive states in the nation.

The full report provides detailed analysis of consumer 
spending trends, national and regional price comparisons.

What’s Next:
Prices We Pay is the first in a series examining Washington’s affordability 
crisis. The next installment will explore the costs of operating small- and 
medium-size businesses in Washington state.

> Download the Full Report <

Rank Estimated Cost Key SourcesNote

Groceries $1,184 
per month for a 
family of four

7th 
most 
expensive

Washington families pay an extra $151 
each month compared to the national 
average of $1,033.

Dining Out $20–$30 
for a casual sit-
down lunch

1st 
most 
expensive

Menu prices at the nation’s largest 
restaurant chains are 13.6% higher 
than the national average.

Buying a 
Home

$662,190 
average sale price 
of houses

5th 
most 
expensive

Prices in Seattle are especially high. 
The median sale price in Seattle is 
$899,000.

Renting a 
Home

$2,088 
average 
monthly rent

13th 
most 
expensive

Seattle’s median rental price is 
modestly higher, at $2,130.

Gas $4.38 
per gallon

2nd 
most 
expensive

Washington residents pay $1.25 
more per gallon than the nationwide 
average ($3.13).

Childcare
$38,256 
per year for a family 
with an infant and a 
4-year-old

5th 
most 
expensive

A Washington family with an infant and a 
4-year-old will pay $9,152 more than the 
nationwide average ($29,104).

Health 
Insurance

$420 
 per month for a 
40-year-old

42nd 
most 
expensive

The monthly price of health insurance 
is $420 in Washington, compared with 
$491 nationwide.

Utilities $401.20 
per month

37th 
most 
expensive

Washington residents pay less than 
the national average for energy (42nd 
most expensive), but more for water 
(4th most expensive).

Rideshare $53.46 
average price of a 
30-minute ride

1st 
most 
expensive

Among America’s 100 biggest cities, 
Seattle is the most expensive at 
$60.00 for a 30-minute trip.
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