








The 495/MetroWest Region is comprised of 

32 communities located in the central-east 

portion of the state (Figure 1). The region 

follows Interstate I-495—a major north-

south loop highway in eastern Massachu-

setts which constitutes the western bound-

ary of the Boston metropolitan region. I-495 

is intersected by several major interstates 

and arterials including the Massachusetts 

Turnpike (I-90), Route 9, Route 2, and I-95 

at the southernmost portion of the region.  

The region is home to nearly 540,000 resi-

dents—just over 12% of the state’s total 

population. It has a well educated popula-

tion with a median household income that 

exceeds state averages and below average 

unemployment. The Corridor is home to 

nearly 18,000 businesses that collectively 

employ nearly 280,000 workers. The re-

gion’s industrial base is incredibly diverse, with high concentrations of its work-

force in professional services, information, manufacturing, and arts and enter-

tainment. 

The 495/MetroWest Partnership is a regional advocacy non-profit corporation 

focusing on economic development, transportation, and water supply issues 

that proliferate the 495/MetroWest Corridor. Through a unique public-private 

collaboration with businesses, municipalities, and other stakeholders, the 495/

MetroWest Partnership is a leader for creating a regional environment that pre-

pares for and cultivates sustainable growth. This is accomplished by coordinat-

ing, educating, and advocating for solutions to regional constraints and limited 

natural resources. Since the creation of the organization in 2003, the Partnership 

has enjoyed a great variety of successes, and has become recognized by legisla-

tors as the true voice for a region crucial to the economy of the Commonwealth. 
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THE 495-METROWEST REGION  

Figure 1:  The 495-Metrowest Corridor Region 
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OVERVIEW 

In the summer of 2010, the 495/MetroWest Partner-

ship commissioned the University of Massachusetts 

Amherst’s Center for Economic Development to pro-

file recent economic, demographic and real estate 

market trends, and assess the region’s economic pro-

gress against that of the Commonwealth and the na-

tion.   

This report continues the series of studies conducted 

by the MetroWest Economic Studies Center at Fram-

ingham State College. Like its predecessors, this study 

profiles recent trends in regional unemployment, em-

ployment, and housing. It expands upon previous re-

ports with new sections on population, technology-

based industry clusters, new business start-ups, pro-

ductivity and exports.  

Finally, the report follows a new format that includes 

new metrics and measures and makes extensive use 

of Geographic Information Systems software to pre-

sent thematic maps of municipal-level indicators.  The 

municipal data supporting these maps are included in 

Appendix A.  
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The UMASS Amherst 
Center for Economic Development 

The Center for Economic Development at 

University of Massachusetts-Amherst is a 

research and community-oriented techni-

cal assistance center that is partially 

funded by the Economic Development 

Administration, U.S. Department of Com-

merce. Housed in the Department of 

Landscape Architecture and Regional 

Planning. 

The Center's role is to provide technical 

assistance to communities and other not-

for-profit entities interested in promoting 

economic development, to undertake criti-

cal community–based and regional stud-

ies, to disseminate information on the 

state of the economy, and to enhance local 

and multi-community capacity for strate-

gic planning and development. 

For more information on the Center for 

Economic Development please visit  

www.umass.edu/ced/or call Dr. Henry 

Renski at 413-545-3796. 



POPULATION 

Between 2008 and 2009, the 495/MetroWest region’s population grew at a 

rate of 1.7%, outpacing both the Commonwealth and the nation.   

Population growth has been highly uneven within the region, with the fast-

est growth rates generally found to the west along the I-495 beltway. 

 

HOUSING 

Permitting for new single family housing units remained low in 2009 at 642 

new permits issued.  

The downward trend in regional single family permits appears to have lev-

eled-off last year, while continuing to fall for the nation as a whole. 

Sales of existing single family home in 2009 were up by roughly 200 units 

from the previous year, reversing a pattern of steady decline since 2004. 

Condominium sales rose slightly in 2009 to 1,357 units. 

The price of new home sales continues to decline.  The median single family 

home sold for $365,000 in 2009.  

 

UNEMPLOYMENT 

The region’s unemployment rate reached a 17 year high of 7.0% in 2009, up 

from 4.2% in 2008. Although high, regional unemployment is still 2.3 per-

centage points below the national average, and 1.4 below the state average. 

The town of Bellingham has been most greatly impacted by the recession, 

with a 2009 unemployment rate of 10%. It was the only community in the 

region with an unemployment rate that exceeded the national average. 

 

EMPLOYMENT, ESTABLISHMENTS & PAYROLL 

Employment in the region declined by 4.6% from 2008 to 2009 to 218,204 full 

and part-time jobs—its lowest level since 2002. 

Twelve municipalities added net jobs in 2009. The highest rates of job losses 

were concentrated in the northwest portions of the region. 

The region has roughly 466 businesses that hire more than 100 employees. 

Employment losses outpaced business closures in 2009, resulting in a decline 

from 17 to 15.7 workers per establishment. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

In 2009, average payroll earnings were just over $60,000 — above both state 

and national averages.  This gap has been closing in recent years as the real 

growth earnings lagged the state and nation. 

 

INDUSTRY SECTORS 

Manufacturing remains the region’s largest employing sector— 14% of the 

employment base in 2009.  

Since 2002, the fastest job growth has been in arts, entertainment and recrea-

tion sector (33%), health care (21%), and professional services (20%).   

The fastest rate of job losses have been in utilities (-39%), real estate (-32%), 

and finance and insurance (-26%). 

Payroll earnings in manufacturing, management of companies, and profes-

sional service are all notably higher than U.S. sector averages.  

 

TECHNOLOGY-BASED INDUSTRY CLUSTERS  

The region has an exceptionally high concentration of employment in the 

computer & electronic equipment, precision instruments, pharmaceuticals, 

medical instruments, and information services technology clusters. 

Of the eight technology clusters examines, the fastest employment growth 

has been in pharmaceuticals and information services.   

 

NEW BUSINESS START-UPS 

In 2009, the 495/MetroWest region accounts for just under 8% of all new 

business filings in the state. 

The rate of new business filings declined by 2.7% between 2008 and 2009. 

 

PRODUCTIVITY AND EXPORTS 

Labor productivity growth in the Boston-Cambridge-Quincy MSA exceeded 

statewide and national averages between 2001 and 2008. Productivity 

growth in the Worcester MSA lagged both the state and nation. 

International exports from the Boston-Cambridge-Quincy MSA  grew by 6% 

since 2006. They declined by 1% for the Worcester MSA over the same pe-

riod. 
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POPULATION 

As of July 1, 2009, the 495/

MetroWest region had a popu-

lation of 535,573, roughly 12.3% 

of the entire Commonwealth 

(Figure 2).  The largest munici-

pality in the region is Framing-

ham (67,185), followed by Marl-

borough (38,469), Shrewsbury 

(33,973), Natick (32,338) and 

Franklin (32,079) — all of which 

are located along or in close 

proximity to the main transportation routes of I-495 and the I-90 Massachusetts 

Turnpike (Figure 3).  Berlin is the smallest community with just under 3,000 

persons. 

Over the past decade, the region has experi-

enced modest population growth at a rate of 

4.3% from 2000 and 2009. This is slightly 

higher than the Commonwealth’s growth rate 

of 3.6%, but far below the national rate of 

8.8%.  

However, population growth has also been 

highly uneven, with almost no growth during 

the first half of the decade.  Figure 4 empha-

Figure 2:  495/MetroWest Corridor Population 2000-2009 

Figure 3:  Municipal Population, 2009 

Data Sources: 
Annual Population Estimates 

The U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Esti-
mates program produces annual population esti-
mates at the municipal level (i.e. minor civil divi-
sions) for each year between decennial census years.  
Starting with the benchmark set by the 2000 Census, 
annual estimates are estimated from county-level 
changes in migration, births, and deaths —
distributed to municipalities by building permits, 
new mobile homes, and demolition rates.   

http://www.census.gov/popest/estbygeo.html
http://www.census.gov/popest/estbygeo.html
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POPULATION (CONTINUED) 

sizes year to year changes in the 

Corridor’s population, bench-

marked to year 2000 population 

to allow direct comparison with 

Massachusetts and the nation.  

Throughout the decade, popula-

tion change in 495/MetroWest 

closely mirrored the Common-

wealth, with both lagging the 

nation. The Corridor began the 

decade keeping pace with the nation, but growth soon flattened and the popu-

lation remained essentially unchanged during first half of the decade. Census 

estimates show growth resuming in 2005 with a fairly steep increase of 1.7% in 

just the past year.  

There has also been considerable variation in 

population growth within the region.. Gener-

ally, the region has seen westerly migration of 

people along the I-495 beltway. Five commu-

nities (Berlin, Stow, Bolton, Hudson and 

Southborough) all had nine-year growth rates 

exceeding 10%.  But with the exception of 

Hudson and Southborough, all of the fastest 

growing communities were fairly small to be-

gin with, so the high growth rates partly re-

flect their small baseline population. The 

towns adding the most people were Franklin 

(2,454), Shewsbury (2,169), Malborough 

(1,859), and Hudson (1,849). Only one com-

munity (Medfield) lost population over the 

decade, though only by 32 persons. 

Figure 4:  Yearly Population Change, 2000 to 2009  

Figure 5:  Municipal Population Change, 2000-2009 
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HOUSING 

SINGLE FAMILY BUILDING PERMITS 

We use the number of single-

family building permits as an 

indicator of new housing con-

struction—a predecessor of fu-

ture population growth.   

In 2009, building permits were 

issued for 642 new single-family 

units in 495/MetroWest —the 

same number as in 2008 (Figure 

6).  This follows a 10-year de-

cline since the number of resi-

dential housing permits in the 

region peaked in 1998 at 2,367 

units issued. Although there 

was a slight increase in 2004, 

since 1998 housing construction 

has decreased by an annual av-

erage of 7.3% through 2008. The 

largest single year drop in sin-

gle family home building per-

mits issued occurred between 

2007 and 2008, where the region 

experienced a 36% decrease. 

The region experienced a stead-

ier decline in new housing con-

struction over the past 10 years 

compared to both the Common-

wealth and the nation. As a re-

sult, the region largely avoided 

the dramatic drop-off in new 

Data Sources: 
Annual Residential Building Permits Survey 

Annual data on new building permits issued for single family homes 
is collected by the by  the U.S. Census as reported in the annual sur-
vey of new residential construction. Statistics are based upon reports 
submitted by local building permit officials in response to a mail sur-
vey. This survey provides construction statistics by permit-issuing 
places on new privately-owned residential housing units authorized 
by building permits. Most of the permit-issuing jurisdictions are mu-
nicipalities; the remainder are county offices, townships or unincor-
porated towns. Data items include number of buildings, units, and 
construction cost from new privately-owned residential building per-
mits issued.  

Figure 7:  Building Permits Index 

Figure 6:  Total Building Permits , 1996 to 2009 
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HOUSING (CONTINUED) 

construction associated with the recent national 

housing crisis (Figure 7). Regional permitting 

peaked in 1998, but declined at an average an-

nual rate of 7.7% until 2007, when it dropped by 

36%.  Nationally, new single family housing con-

struction boomed up until 2005, but then de-

clined sharply in each year since: by 18% in 2006, 

29% in 2007, 41% in 2008, and another 23% in 

2009. 

In 2009, new housing construction activity was 

concentrated along the western fringe of I-495, 

with Northborough issuing the highest number 

(85) of permits (Figure 8).  This is nearly twice as 

many permits issued for any the next highest 

communities of Shrewsbury (49), Stow (47), 

Franklin (41), and Bolton (41). However, munici-

pal building permits can also be highly volatile 

— heavily skewed by the approval of a single 

large development. Such is the case for 

Northborough whose 85 permits in 2009 follows 

17 permits issued in 2008 and 43 permits in 2007.  

Figure 9 shows the average number of single 

family building permits for the past three years 

(2007-2009).  The three-year averages provide a 

more reflective measure of where new growth is 

occurring by smoothing annual fluctuations.  

Northborough remains among the top five com-

munities for new permitting with an average 48 

permits per year, but is now exceeded by Frank-

lin (60), Acton (50), Stow (49), and Sudbury (49).  

The spatial distribution of new residential build-

ing permits is also more dispersed under the 
Figure 9:  Building Permits, 3 Yr Average 2007-2009  

Figure 8:  Building Permits by Town, 2009  


