5. Economic Development
KE Y FI NDI NG S

++ Natick’s primary employment
industries are professional
and technical services,
healthcare, education, and
retail services.

++ Nearly 15 percent of Natick’s

resident labor force works in
Natick, and 14 percent works
in Boston.

++ Natick’s unemployment rate is

3.4 percent, which is 1.5 percent
lower than Massachusetts.

++ The median household

income in Natick is $98,902,
more than $30,000 higher
than the median for
Massachusetts. These high
earnings can translate to
local spending power for
Natick businesses.

Introduction
Like many communities in Massachusetts, Natick’s local economy has changed
substantially over the last two hundred years. In the 1830’s, Natick was home to a
booming shoe production industry that spurred several associated businesses which
fed off the success of shoe production. When the railroad came through Natick
in 1835, it stimulated business and industry, and centralized Natick’s commercial
and industrial area. To assist with shoe production, the Natick Box and Board
Company began supplying boxes for shipping shoes and goods produced at
the local tannery on Summer Street. A new shop owned by J.D. Macewen began
manufacturing large wagons used to ship shoes and boots made in Natick, and the
O. Woods & Company developed large wooden crates that held up to forty boxes
of shoes for long-distance shipping. This cottage industry was greatly facilitated
in 1858 by the invention of the sewing machine. This sped up the manufacturing
of shoes until its peak in about 1880 when Natick was third in the nation in shoe
production. By 1928, demand had dropped substantially, followed by the closing of
the last shoe company in 1971.
Natick was also famous for producing baseballs. The famous figure eight stitching
method for baseballs was developed in Natick, which quickly became one of the
primary producers of “league balls” used in the United States and Canada. In
the 1920s, Natick had a very successful bottling plant (Bostonia Beverage) which
bottled Pepsi Cola and Schweppes soft drinks. Natick also had two small car
production facilities and a manufacturer of saws serving several purposes.1 The
Town had significant horticulture industries in the late 19th and early 20th century as
well. The suburban development pattern of Natick became a catalyst for the rise of
contemporary industry and retail. Nearly all of these legacy industries, like Carling
Brewery and the Ford and Chrysler plants west of Speen Street, no longer operate
in Natick and have been replaced by new economic drivers that are pushing the
Town into the future.
Today, Natick very much reflects the impacts of a more diverse economy that
includes businesses relying on state-wide, national, and even international
commerce as sources for sustained economic success. The presence of large
employers like MathWorks, the Natick Soldier Systems Center, FedEx, and the Natick
Mall speak to the success of Natick’s local economy and the ability to attract both
customers and employees from a range of geographies. Economic development,
which supports a changing and improving local economy, is not only the physical
manifestation of built space in Natick; improvement of economic conditions benefit
the residents and the Town.

1

Historical information on Natick’s
economy cited from the Natick
Historical Society.
www.natickhistoricalsociety.org.

In Massachusetts, the reliance of local governments on property taxes for operating
revenue necessitates a thoughtful and focused approach when it comes to decisions regarding the support and/or expansion of a town’s commercial tax base. In
general, commercial and industrial uses tend to be less service-intensive to support,
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and generally result in revenue positive outcomes for the Town. That said, local
economic conditions in Natick are the result of factors that influence the decision
of a business to locate in Natick or in another community. These decisions may be
based on the local labor force, tax structure, infrastructure, housing stock, availability and quality of utilities, the local school system, and what amenities the Town
offers to potential employees. This section of the Master Plan provides a snapshot
of Natick’s economy today, and how the Town compares to other geographies.

Existing Conditions
Background
The Economic Development component of the Master Plan includes several comparison geographies to benchmark Natick in terms of economic progress, and to look
for competitive advantages with nearby communities. At the municipal level, Natick
is compared to Framingham, Marlborough, Needham, Newton, Southborough,
and Westborough which all have their own unique local economies and are also
part of the larger economic region spanning from Route 128 to I-495 along the
Massachusetts Turnpike.2 To put Natick in a regional context, comparisons are also
made to the Framingham New England City and Town Area (NECTA)3 which is a
geography used to aggregate detailed quarterly Employment and Wage (ES-202)
data. Comparisons are also made across data for the State of Massachusetts,
which helps to place Natick within larger state-wide trends.

Labor Force
Natick’s labor force is comprised of 19,881 residents over the age of sixteen who
are currently employed or actively seeking employment.4 For most of the suburban
towns in the Greater Boston region, labor force participation rates tend to be high.
Natick is no exception with a 73 percent participation rate for residents over the age
of sixteen. By contrast, the labor force participation rate for the State is 65 percent.5

2

Comparison communities were
provided to the consultant team by
Natick staff.

3

The Framingham NECTA is comprised
of Ashland, Framingham, Holliston,
Hopedale, Hopkinton, Hudson,
Marlborough, Mendon, Milford,
Natick, Southborough, and Sudbury.
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5

Executive Office of Labor and
Workforce Development (EOLWD),
Labor Force and Unemployment Data,
Annual 2015 Report.
ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
B23001.
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geography

labor
force

employed

unemployed

unemployment
rate

Natick

19,881

19,201

680

3.4

Framingham

39,229

37,757

1,472

3.8

Marlborough

23,202

22,233

969

4.2

Needham

15,125

14,616

509

3.4

Newton

46,041

44,320

1,721

3.7

Southborough

5,284

5,098

186

3.5

Massachusetts

3,574,567

3,397,942

176,617

4.9

table 5.1: labor force characteristics
Source: Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development (EOLWD), Labor Force and
Unemployment Data, Annual 2015 Report.
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Labor Force Characteristics
Natick’s high labor force participation rate reflects the composition and wealth
of its households and educational attainment of residents. Natick is comprised of
approximately 14,000 households, of which 63 percent are family households and
53 percent are married-couple households. Of the married-couple households in
Natick, 28 percent have children under the age of eighteen.6 These characteristics
tend to align with higher income households, and are very similar to the household
composition of the comparison communities.
Education also correlates with income, Geography
Median Household
and Natick residents over the age
Income
of twenty-five are well-educated.
Natick
$98,902
The 2010-2014 American Community
Framingham
$68,881
Survey (ACS) estimates show 66
percent of Natick residents have
Marlborough
$71,424
earned a Bachelor’s Degree or
Needham
$129,154
higher compared to only 40 percent
Newton
$118,639
state-wide.7 Almost all the comparison
communities have residents with very
Southborough
$149,375
similar education levels. Together, the
Massachusetts
$67,846
household composition and education
table 5.2. Median hh income, 2010-2014
attainment characteristics in Natick
are helping to drive higher household Source: ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
DP03.
incomes. While median household
income in Natick is more than $30,000
higher than that of Massachusetts, many of the surrounding communities have
median incomes that exceed Natick’s. It so happens that most of the municipalities
surrounding Natick are consistently in the top ten to twenty highest earners in
Massachusetts when looking at median household income.

Labor Force by Industry

6
7
8

ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
S1101.
ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
B15003.

Although Natick is located about twenty miles west of Downtown Boston, it is still
very much impacted by the industrial mix and employment patterns of the regional
economy. Changes in the Greater Boston regional economy, coupled with the
characteristics of Natick’s labor force, are reflected in the types of jobs held by
Natick residents. Nearly 60 percent of employed residents have jobs in the educational services and health care sectors, the professional and technical services
sectors, or the finance, insurance, and real estate sectors.8 The employment pattern
is very similar to those of the comparison communities, particularly the alignment of
the labor force in educational services, health care, and professional and technical
services. Both Natick and Framingham have a relatively large number of residents
employed in the retail sector, which is not surprising given the presence of large
retail clusters along Route 9. Natick has a relatively small number of residents
employed in the agriculture, wholesale trade, transportation and warehousing industries, which further reflects its highly professional, white-collar workforce. These industry
sector trends mirror what is occurring in the larger region and across the state.

ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
DP03.
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Industry Sector

Natick

Framingham

Marlborough

Newton

Agriculture, forestry, mining

0.30%

0.20%

0.20%

0.10%

Construction

3.40%

5.40%

6.10%

2.10%

Manufacturing

7.00%

6.30%

13.40%

6.20%

Wholesale trade

2.10%

2.50%

2.60%

1.60%

Retail trade

9.00%

14.50%

13.10%

7.30%

Transportation, warehousing, utilities

2.50%

1.90%

3.00%

1.20%

Information

4.00%

2.30%

3.50%

2.50%

Finance, insurance, real estate

9.60%

6.80%

5.20%

9.60%

Professional and technical services

19.20%

17.70%

18.20%

19.60%

Education, health care, social services

28.70%

24.20%

17.70%

36.40%

Arts, entertainment, accommodations

6.30%

9.00%

8.20%

7.20%

Other services

3.30%

6.30%

6.00%

3.50%

Public administration

4.70%

2.80%

2.70%

2.80%

Needham

Southborough

Massachusetts

Agriculture, forestry, mining

0.20%

0.30%

0.40%

Construction

2.20%

2.90%

5.40%

Manufacturing

6.00%

11.50%

9.20%

Wholesale trade

2.50%

3.80%

2.40%

Retail trade

7.20%

10.40%

10.80%

Transportation, warehousing, utilities

1.70%

2.30%

3.60%

Information

2.70%

3.90%

2.40%

Finance, insurance, real estate

12.90%

10.80%

7.60%

Professional and technical services

21.10%

24.10%

13.10%

Education, health care, social services

32.20%

22.90%

27.90%

Arts, entertainment, accommodations

5.00%

2.70%

8.60%

Other services

4.20%

2.80%

4.40%

Public administration

2.00%

1.70%

4.10%

Industry Sector

table 5.3: labor force by industry sector
Source: ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014, DP03.

Unemployment

9

MA EOLWD, Labor Force and
Unemployment Data, 2006-2016.
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Over the last ten years, unemployment in Natick has cycled with the state and
national economy. Unemployment rates were low leading up to the so-called “Great
Recession” of 2008-2009, climbed between 2008 and 2010, and then began to drop
to a low of 2.5 percent in 2016. Massachusetts as a state was not hit nearly as hard as
other states by the economic impacts of the Great Recession, therefore cities and towns
with stronger local economies were able to weather the downturn and quickly rebound.
Natick’s unemployment rate (3.4 percent) in 2016 was equal to or below most of the
surrounding communities, and 1.5 percent below Massachusetts (4.9 percent).9
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Labor Force Commuting Patterns
According to data from the U.S. Census, businesses in Natick employed just over
22,000 people in 2014. Of Natick’s total workforce, 11.4 percent is comprised of
Natick residents, meaning 88.6 percent of employees working in Natick are coming
from another city or town. One might find this statistic to be surprising, but it is
common among Natick’s peer communities. Businesses in Framingham and Newton,
which both have large workforces, only have about 10 to 11 percent of their respective workforces comprised of local residents. As a point of comparison, Cambridge
businesses draw about 12 percent of their workforce from local residents, and
Boston businesses draw about 27 percent from local residents.10
As of 2014, approximately 14.8 percent of Natick residents in the labor force were
employed by businesses in Natick. Interestingly, almost the same number of Natick
residents commute to Boston for employment (14.3 percent). The remaining 70.9
percent of Natick residents commute to jobs in communities located within the I-495
belt, with the exception of residents headed to Worcester (1.5 percent). Natick’s
location along Route 9 and the MassPike can be viewed as both a positive and a
negative depending on perspective. While major regional roadways (and many
smaller roadways feeding into them) are heavily congested during peak travel
periods, they do provide vehicular access to and from Natick for all commuters.
Access to Natick via these regional roadways is also valued by employers looking
to locate close to major transportation routes for a variety of reasons. Natick is
also fortunate to have two MBTA Commuter Rail stations providing links to major
employment centers in Boston, Framingham, and Newton, which are all in the top
ten employment destinations for Natick residents.11

10

U.S. Census, On the Map, 2014.

11
12
13
14

Ibid.
ACS Five-Year Estimates 2010-2014,
B08101.
Ibid.

Available estimates from the ACS indicate that 77 percent of Natick residents are
driving alone to work each day, while 8.6 percent are utilizing some form of public
transportation. Only 1.6 percent of Natick residents are walking to work each day,
and even fewer are utilizing a bike.12 These figures are very similar to the comparison communities with the exception of Newton, whose residents are utilizing public
transit options at a higher rate because they are more readily accessible than in
Natick. When compared to Massachusetts, Natick residents tend to drive more, walk
less, and do not utilize public transportation options as much. This is not surprising
considering how many Natick residents work outside of town, many in destinations
not easily accessible by walking, biking, or public transportation.
Data from the ACS show that 5.5 percent (1,025) of Natick’s employed residents
worked from home. While these figures are estimates from the Census, they probably underestimate the number of employed residents working from home.13 As
telecommuting and flex scheduling have become more commonplace among the
“amenity” packages offered to employees, many more people have the option to
work from home for at least some portion of the work week. For some, working at
home is a part-time component of employment and for others it may represent their
full-time job. Others may be operating a full-time business in a home office or studio.14

Natick requires any person or
corporation conducting business
under any title other than the
complete real name of the owner to
register. Registration is good for up to
four years, and is accompanied by a
$50.00 filing fee paid to the Town.
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Where Natick Residents Work
16.0%

14.8%

14.3%

14.0%
12.0%
10.0%
7.7%

8.0%

5.9%

6.0%

4.9%

4.0%

4.1%
3.0%

2.0%
0.0%

Natick

Boston

Framingham

Newton

Wellesley

Waltham

Cambridge

2.4%

1.8%

1.6%

Needham Marlborough Burlington

Figure 5.1: Place of Work by City or Town for Natick Residents

Employment and Wages
According to data from the Massachusetts Department of Labor and Workforce
Development, (EOLWD) Natick has 1,495 employer establishments and an employment base of about 22,900.15 Looking back over the last five years, the number
of business establishments in Natick has remained nearly unchanged, and total
employment declined by about 4 percent. The slight drop in employment could be
the result of some of the larger employers in Natick ramping up or down depending
on the market and product demand. Natick’s local economy is anchored by a
substantial retail employment base, which can see swings in employment numbers
based on projected retail sales and seasonal employment.

15

MA EOLWD, ES-202.

16

ES-202 employment and wage data
are derived from reports filed by all
employers subject to unemployment
compensation laws. Data is produced
quarterly and annually for the state,
labor market areas, workforce
development areas, cities, towns, and
counties.

17

ESRI is an internationally renowned
data vendor of socioeconomic and
market data.

18

ESRI Business Analyst, 2016.
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The data from EOLWD and the ES-20216 forms do not always capture the full
extent of what is occurring in the local economy. This data set does not always
include self-employed individuals, independent insurance and real estate agents
working solely on commission, students in work-study jobs, most railroad workers,
unpaid volunteers or family workers, members of the military, services performed
for religious organizations, and employees of farm or non-farm employers with a
total payroll or employee count that falls below the minimum thresholds required
for unemployment insurance coverage under state law. Data from ESRI’s Business
Analyst17 suggests local employment establishments may number closer to 2,100,
and the work force in Natick may be as high as 27,000.18 The differential in the
number of establishments and total employment between these two data sources
speaks to the potential local entrepreneurial activity of small businesses and
independent contractors who are working in and running businesses in Natick, but
may not have enough employees on payroll to be captured in the ES-202 data set.
Table 5.4 shows the top twenty employers in Natick ranked in order by number of
employees. The Natick Mall and the Morse Hospital are significant economic drivers
in Natick, not only based on how many people they employ but also the support they
provide for other employers in related businesses. For example, the presence of the
hospital is also promoting the co-location of ambulance services and several rehabilitation facilities in Natick that may have otherwise located elsewhere. In the coming
years, the on-going expansion of MathWorks will likely move the company into the
second spot with the anticipated addition of up to 1,600 new employees.
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Employer

Estimated
Employees

Business Type

Natick Mall (all stores)

3,555

Retail & Dining

MathWorks Inc.

2,600

Software Development

Leonard Morse Hospital

2,500

Medical & Surgical Hospital

Solider Systems Center

1,600

Research & Development

American Medical Response

600

Ambulance Service

Mary Ann Morse Healthcare

401

Rehabilitation Hospital

Cognex Corporation

400

Instrument Manufacturing

Roche Brothers

300

Supermarket

Bernardi’s Honda Inc.

225

Automotive Sales

Longfellow Sports Club

200

Golf Club

Whitney Place Assisted Living

200

Assisted Living

Natick Visiting Nurses Association

190

Home Health Care

Beaumont Rehabilitation Center

180

Rehabilitation Hospital

Mercedes-Benz of Natick

160

Automotive Sales

Crowne Plaza-Boston/Natick

150

Hotel

Eliot Healthcare Center

130

Rehabilitation Hospital

Middlesex Savings Bank

125

Bank

Walnut Hill School

120

Private School

Brigham-Gill Chrysler Jeep

100

Automotive Sales

Stop & Shop Supermarket

100

Supermarket

Total Employment

12,636

table 5.4: top 20 employers by size, 2016
Source: Town of Natick, ESRI, InfoGroup, 2016.
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Changes in Employment by Industry Sector
One of the challenges with employment
data for Natick is the suppression of
professional, scientific, and management
services jobs due to the large
employment base of MathWorks. The
Executive Office of Labor and Workforce
Development (EOLWD) suppresses data
in communities where one employer
comprises a bulk of the employment
base in one particular industry sector to
protect data confidentiality. In Natick,
there are about three thousand jobs that
are not accounted for in the breakdown
of industry sectors, but are counted
in the Town’s total employment base
number. It is highly likely that employment
in the professional, management,
and administrative service sectors is
higher than reported given MathWorks’
estimated 2,600 employees.

20

Employment data going back to 2005 suggests that Natick’s economy has been
relatively stable. Even during the Great Recession, Natick’s employment base
remained relatively unchanged. Table 5.5 shows the changes in Natick’s employment by industry sector. The local economy saw more noticeable gains in the
number of employees in the professional and technical services sector, educational
services sector, and accommodation and food services sector.19 Natick’s retail
sector employs the largest number of workers, and is closely followed by businesses
in the professional and technical services sectors. It is likely that employment in the
professional and technical services sector will continue to grow in Natick, especially
with the on-going expansion of MathWorks.
Natick is a net importer of jobs. Industry sectors that rely on bringing in employees
from outside Natick include retail trade, information, health care, and accommodations and food service. As of 2014, retailers in Natick were filling close to 4,000 jobs
with workers who live in other communities.20 As incomes, educational attainment,
and housing prices continue to rise in Natick, it is likely that more service sector jobs
will be filled by workers who reside outside of the town.

US Census, On the Map, 2014.
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Industry Sector

2010

2016

% Change

11 - Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting

0

0

-

21 - Mining

0

0

-

23 - Construction

458

628

37%

31-33 - Manufacturing

197

178

-10%

22 - Utilities

0

0

-

42 - Wholesale Trade

1,433

501

-65%

44-45 - Retail Trade

6,157

5,614

-9%

48-49 - Transportation and Warehousing

147

196

33%

51 - Information

0

0

-

52 - Finance and Insurance

398

361

-9%

53 - Real Estate and Rental and Leasing

318

200

-37%

54 - Professional and Technical Services

2,755

2,947

7%

55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises 0

199

-

56 - Administrative and Waste Services

1,164

1,321

13%

61 - Educational Services

1,322

1,859

41%

62 - Health Care and Social Assistance

3,077

2,911

-5%

71 - Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation

400

424

6%

72 - Accommodation and Food Services

1,849

1,935

5%

81 - Other Services, Ex. Public Admin.

752

650

-14%

92 - Public Administration

0

0

-

Total, All Industries

23,777

22,897

-4%

table 5.5: change in employment 2010-20
Source: MA EOLWD, ES-202, 2010 and 2016.

Sherwood Plaza Retail Center
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Natick Mall
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Wages
Between 2010 and 2016 annual wages in Natick grew by 4 percent. The highest
wage increases over this period occurred in the finance and insurance, professional
and technical services, and real estate sectors. Wages in Natick increased at a
lower rate than both the NECTA and State (9 percent and 19 percent, respectively).21
The industry sectors that saw the highest gains in wages in Natick were also very
similar to gains seen at the NECTA- and state-level. Table 5.6 shows the changes in
average annual wages by industry sector in Natick between 2010 and 2016.
Industry Sector

2010

2016

% Change

11 - Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting

$0

$0

-

21 - Mining

$0

$0

-

23 - Construction

$1,065

$1,264

19%

31-33 - Manufacturing

$1,356

$1,193

-12%

22 - Utilities

$0

$0

-

42 - Wholesale Trade

$3,174

$2,147

-32%

44-45 - Retail Trade

$522

$599

15%

48-49 - Transportation and Warehousing

$854

$503

-41%

51 - Information

$0

$0

-

52 - Finance and Insurance

$1,406

$2,302

64%

53 - Real Estate and Rental and Leasing

$1,117

$1,359

22%

54 - Professional and Technical Services

$1,659

$1,992

20%

55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises

$0

$2,552

-

56 - Administrative and Waste Services

$576

$661

15%

61 - Educational Services

$866

$877

1%

62 - Health Care and Social Assistance

$900

$1,016

13%

71 - Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation

$400

$377

-6%

72 - Accommodation and Food Services

$406

$432

6%

81 - Other Services, Ex. Public Admin.

$596

$729

22%

92 - Public Administration

$0

$0

-

Total, All Industries

$1,178

$1,224

4%

table 5.6: change in wages, 2010-2016
Source: MA EOLWD, ES-202, 2010 and 2016.

21

MA EOLWD, ES-202, 2010 and 2016.
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Location Quotients
Location quotients compare employment by industry in two or more areas. The
quotient is a ratio of the percentage of an industry’s employment in one area to
that of the larger comparison area. If the location quotient for a given industry falls
between 0.90 and 1.10, the industry’s proportion of jobs is virtually equal in both
places. A location quotient of less than 0.90 usually identifies an industry that is
under-represented in the local economy, and a location quotient of more than 1.10
identifies an industry that makes up a comparatively larger percentage of local
employment. For planning purposes, location quotients help to identify concentrations of employment and clusters of industry types, but also indicate industries the
Town may want to consider pursuing if it has a competitive advantage compared to
other communities.
Figure 5.2 below shows that a few key industries are well represented in Natick’s
employment base. The presence of the Natick Mall and other retailers along Route
9 gives Natick a high location quotient in the retail industry sector. The Town also
has a high concentration of jobs in the professional and technical services industry
as well as in the arts and entertainment industry sector. Although the Town has a
large percentage of jobs falling within the health care sector, the location quotient
is not showing a high concentration when compared to Massachusetts.

Location Quotient for Natick Employment Base
Source: ES-202, RKG Associate
NECTA

Massachusetts

3.00

2.50

2.39
2.05

Location Quotient

2.00
1.66
1.44

1.50
1.12

1.00

0.76

0.50

1.27

1.17
1.06

1.04
0.76

0.69

1.18
0.94

1.28
1.02

0.69

0.46

0.32

0.14

0.00

Retail

Finance &
Insurance

Real Estate

Professional & Management of Administrative
Technical
Companies
Services
Services

Figure 5.2: Location Quotient for Industry Sector
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Educational
Services

Health Care

Arts &
Accommodation
Entertainment
& Food
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Commercial and Industrial Development

and
“Commercial
industrial development generates just under
$21 million in
tax revenue for
Natick.

“

Natick has a series of commercial and industrial clusters concentrated in different
parts of town. These range from very dense clusters of retail development, to
industrial and research and development (R&D), to mixed-use walkable town and
neighborhood centers. The diversity of businesses, retail stores, and restaurants
provides Natick residents, employees, and visitors with a wide range of experiences
and choices. These clusters tend to be located along primary transportation
corridors like Route 9, Route 27, and Route 135, with the exception of South Natick
Center which is much smaller in scale and primarily serves the local neighborhoods
of South Natick. Map 5.1 shows commercial development parcels across Natick.
Clusters of blue dots indicate locations of key commercial corridors and nodes in Town.
Commercial and industrial uses in Natick operate on just over 715 acres of land, or
about 7 percent of the total Town gross land area.22 The land utilized for commercial and industrial uses currently holds just under 12.3 million leasable square feet,
or 14,000 square feet per acre of land.23 Commercial and industrial development
in Natick has a total assessed value of $1.55 billion and generates just under $21
million in tax revenue on an annual basis. Natick generates 20 percent of annual
property tax receipts from commercial and industrial development, with 78 percent
generated by residential property taxes.24 The remaining 2 percent is generated by
personal property taxes from industrial property. Table 5.7 compares tax rate and
tax base trends in Natick and the comparison communities for Fiscal Year 2017.
FY17 Tax Rates
Residential

C/I/P

Tax Base
Res. %

% Change
FY07-FY17

Natick

13.49

13.49

78%

-2%

$529,607

7.3%

Framingham

16.71

36.52

59%

-1%

$367,321

-4.6%

Marlborough

15.32

26.41

55%

1%

$322,503

N/A

Needham

11.89

23.63

76%

-4%

$843,913

23.7%

Newton

11.12

21.27

82%

-2%

$1,020,302

24.6%

Southborough

16.38

16.38

81%

-2%

$577,456

-0.3%

Geography

Average
SF Value

% Change
FY07-FY17

table 5.7: Tax rate and tax base trends
Source: MA Dept. of Revenue, RKG Associates.

Retail Development

22

Natick Assessor’s Database, 2016.
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CoStar and RKG Associates, 2016. This
represents a floor area ratio, or FAR, of
approximately 0.3.

24

Massachusetts Department of Revenue,
RKG Associates.

Natick has a substantial amount of retail development that supports both local
demand as well as drawing patrons from across the region and beyond. The
Golden Triangle, anchored by the Natick Mall, is the largest concentration of
retail development in Natick. It includes Sherwood Plaza and Shopper’s World (in
Framingham) in addition to the Mall. Route 9, to the east of Route 27, also has a
number of retail stores and restaurants which tend to be located on single parcels
or in small strip centers with the exception of the Natick 9 and 27 Center. This
area is unique due to the coordinated development and review practice that takes
place between staff and boards in Natick and Framingham. A similar development
pattern is found along Route 135 west of Speen Street continuing into Framingham.
This corridor in Natick and Framingham also provides access to a substantial
number of rental apartments and condominiums on the south side of Route 135.
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Map 5.1: Natick’s Commercial Nodes
Blue dots show the location of parcels labeled as commercial development by the
Natick Assessor’s Office.
Source: Town of Natick, RKG Associates
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The two other commercial centers in Natick, South Natick Center and Natick Center,
are very different in scale, design, and function. These centers are more walkable
and tend to have more locally-owned small businesses than Route 9 and Route 135.
The diversity of commercial areas in Natick provides a wide range of shopping and
dining options for Natick residents.
Within Natick, there is approximately 5.1 million square feet of retail space. Retail
vacancy in Natick is quite low with only 4 percent of the space currently listed as
vacant.25 Yet, even with low retail vacancy rates, retailers and property managers
continue to face challenges with the retail market and the growing presence of
online retailers. Some property owners are working towards integrating new uses
that complement the retail experience in Natick. The Natick Mall now has the
Nouvelle residences, and recently introduced a Wegmans grocery store as an
anchor tenant. The integration of mixed-use development in a retail dominated
area is also occurring just over the border in Framingham where a new retail and
residential development is being proposed at Shoppers World (19 Flutie Pass). The
former Sam’s Club site is being redeveloped as a 200-unit housing development
for residents ages sixty-two and over, as well as a 100-room hotel. New mixed-use
development is also finding its way back to Natick Center with the redevelopment
of the former American Legion site and the former Hometown Paint and Hardware.

Nouvelle at the Natick Mall.

Office and Industrial Development
In addition to a substantial amount of retail square footage, Natick has just over 3
million square feet of office space. The existing office space is a mixture of large
office buildings, some housing one or two companies, and small spaces in which
professional service firms operate. Similar to the retail market sector, office space
in Natick has a very low vacancy rate of 3.5 percent. A majority of the office space
in Natick is older, sometimes in need of some renovation, and in less desirable
locations which garner lower rents. According to data from CoStar, 96 percent of
the office space in Natick falls in the Class B (44 percent) and Class C (52 percent)
categories.26 Only 4 percent of all office space in Natick is within Class A, and
nearly all of that space is within the MathWorks buildings.27

MathWorks New Lakeside Campus
Under Construction.

25

26

CoStar, 2016. CoStar is a proprietary data
source providing detailed information for
commercial and residential real estate
markets.
Class A, B & C refer to age, condition
and construction style of commercial
buildings, with Class A generally referring
to modern glass and steel construction.

27
28

The largest set of office buildings in Natick is located off Route 9 along Apple Hill
Drive where the current MathWorks campus is housed. This campus accounts for
about one-third of all the office space in Natick.28 Just across Route 9 from Apple Hill
Drive is a second major office location along Vision Drive. This development houses
about 230,000 square feet of office space for companies like Cognex and ADP.
There are several clusters of buildings and spaces that offer layouts for small to
mid-size companies and small professional offices. Natick Center, for example, has
approximately 260,000 square feet of leasable space, much of which is broken up
into small offices in stand-alone and mixed-use buildings. Office buildings along
Strathmore Road in East Natick include several stand-alone structures with office
spaces ranging from 5,000 square feet to 23,000 square feet. There are several
other office clusters in Natick catering to small- and mid-size companies. These are
located along Speen Street and North Main Street north of Route 9.

CoStar, 2016.
Ibid.
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Industrial Development
Natick has 1.47 million square feet of industrial/flex space on 125 acres of land. Similar
to retail and office space, the vacancy rate for industrial space is only 4.5 percent.29 The
largest industrial space is occupied by the FedEx facility at 30 Superior Drive, where
the company has about 500,000 square feet of space. The remainder of industrial/flex
space in Natick is comprised of medium to smaller scale buildings with a median floor
plate of about 12,000 square feet. These spaces also tend to be older (median year
built was 1960), and 76 percent of buildings fall into the Class C category.

Tech Circle in the East Natick
Industrial Park

Natick has two distinct industrial parks or areas: East Natick Industrial Park and the
Natick Business Park. These industrial areas are very similar in their layout, building
stock, and overall appearance. They are composed of one- and two-story buildings
that range from 10,000 to 30,000 square feet in size built in the 1960s and early 70s.
These buildings tend to house individual companies, many reportedly seeking lower
value space in which to start and grow. More recently, some of these spaces have
been converting to recreation and daycare uses instead of traditional industrial, flex,
and office space for a variety of different reasons.30 The Town recently prepared an
economic development strategy that looks specifically at some of these industrial areas
and recommends ways to capture and accommodate future business opportunities.

Future Economic Development Opportunities
Erie Drive in the East Natick
Industrial Park

29

CoStar, 2016.

30

Reasons mentioned during in-person
interviews with Town staff, brokers, and
economic development organizations
included not enough flexibility in the
zoning, space was not fitted out for
certain businesses, lack of amenities
for employees, and some businesses
needed more space to grow than what
was currently available.
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The Town of Natick has engaged in several planning processes to look forward
at potential opportunities throughout the community. In 2011 through 2012, Natick
participated in the 495/MetroWest Development Compact project which identified
local, regional, and state priority development areas in communities along I-495.
This project brought together local, regional, and state partners to determine where
communities wanted to target growth in the future, as well as priority locations for
open space preservation. Locally, Natick had identified six areas where growth was
going to be focused in the future. These included:

++ West Natick Commuter Rail Station
++ Area at the intersection of Route 27 and Route 9
++ The former Paperboard site (now Modera, a 150-unit housing development)
++ Natick Center
++ Speen Street north of Route 9
++ Area at the intersection of Oak Street and Route 9
++ East Natick Industrial Park
Coming out of this process, the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC) utilized
a site screening process to determine that the Paperboard site and Natick Center
met the criteria for regional priority development areas, while the State determined
Natick Center was the only area to meet the state-level criteria. Priority areas that
are designated as significant at the regional and state level are given some prioritization for planning, open space and park grants, as well as infrastructure funding,
through state and Boston Region Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) process.

Chapter 5: Economic Development

Natick Center Plan
In early 2016, the Town (in partnership with MAPC) completed a vision plan for
Natick Center that incorporated a robust public process to determine the desired
future of the Center and recommendations for improving economic development,
zoning, transportation, and parking. The overall vision for Natick Center as
presented by MAPC is to “create a place where people can live, work, shop, eat,
and recreate in a walkable downtown setting. When complete, Natick Center will
be accessible by multiple means of transportation (walking, biking, transit, and car),
and parking will be well-managed and efficient to navigate.” To achieve this vision,
the Plan offers several recommendations which include but are not limited to:

Natick Center Cultural District Sign

++ Support the improvement of existing buildings and local businesses.
++ Ensure that permitting and procedures are business friendly.
++ Expand the Mixed-Use and Housing Overlay Option Program districts.
++ Modify dimensional and parking requirements for new development in the
Mixed-Use district.

++ Continue to make Natick affordable and accessible.
++ Install traffic calming measures to make walking and biking safer and easier.
++ Assess the impact of recent parking changes such as new meters, and consider
piloting a reverse-angle parking strategy where appropriate.

Economic Development Study
In December 2016, Natick completed an Economic Development Study and Action
Plan. This process was managed by Natick Center Associates with assistance from
Town staff and their consultant Investment Consulting Associates (ICA). The scope
for this project was to complete a demographic and economic profile of Natick,
assess the Town’s strengths and weaknesses when it comes to supporting and
recruiting businesses, and recommend strategies the Town could undertake to
increase the retention and recruitment of businesses. The strategy also focused in
on the East Natick Industrial Park and the Natick Business Park, two smaller industrial areas that are struggling to define their identity.
The results of ICA’s work identified opportunities for the Town to pursue and recruit businesses from the following five employment sectors to help bolster the local economy31:

++ Financial Services (Customer Service & IT): Financial services include activities

related to banking, securities, capital markets, insurance, real estate, and their
support functions. Operations centers and back office functions include call and
customer service centers and information technology.

31

Town of Natick Economic Development
Study and Action Plan. Final Report &
Plan. December 8, 2016.
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++ Opportunity for Natick: This industry is supporting a heightened demand
for quality customer service experiences coming on the heels of the most
recent recession. A greater shift to automation in front office roles is
creating a new emphasis on streamlining back office functions, which is
driving demand for IT and technology functions.
++ Challenges for Natick: High salary costs related to customer service and IT
functions for banks and financial service firms may be difficult to overcome.

++ Healthcare (Care Centers & IT): Health care includes all acute and long-term
care facilities spanning regional and community hospitals, urgent and retail
care centers, rehabilitation facilities, and extended care facilities.

Leonard Morse Hospital in Natick.
Source: www.AmericanTowns.com

++ Opportunity for Natick: Cost, technology, and greater emphasis on personal
care are helping to drive demand in this sector. Care is shifting from
hospitals to urgent care centers, which are expected to grow 20 percent by
2019. The population is aging and living longer, which is placing increased
demand on medical and healthcare services.
++ Challenges for Natick: High salary costs for healthcare workers may
be difficult to overcome. There are other locations within the Boston
Metropolitan area where healthcare employment is higher, and access to
employees trained for these jobs is more plentiful. Employee attraction is a
key component to attracting additional healthcare businesses and jobs.

++ Entrepreneurship (Early Stage): Entrepreneurship is the process of developing,
launching and operating a new business, such as a startup company.

++ Opportunity for Natick: Entrepreneurial activity continues to increase. It is
estimated that 12 percent of working age Americans are engaged in entrepreneurial activity.
++ Challenges for Natick: The lack of physical space in Natick to grow and
retain startup companies. The Town currently lacks an organized effort to
develop an entrepreneur and startup ecosystem. This includes physical
space, training and programs, and connections to academic institutions.

++ Food Services (Restaurants, Cafes, & Groceries): Food services span all businesses that sell food items for immediate or home consumption, including
restaurants, cafes, and groceries.

++ Opportunity for Natick: People are placing greater emphasis on health,
social impact, experience, safety and transparency when making choices
about what food to purchase and consume. There are opportunities in
Natick to bring in locally-sourced, health-conscious food businesses.
++ Challenges for Natick: Access to public transportation, parking, and congested
roadways create challenges for existing and future food service establishments. Natick also has a slower, and more difficult permitting process which
can delay or deter these types of businesses from entering the market. Water
and sewer costs have also been noted as a challenge in Natick.
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++ Life Sciences (R&D, Medical IT): Life sciences encompass companies in biotechnology, pharmaceuticals, and medical technology. Functions across the value
chain32 include R&D, manufacturing, commercialization, and distribution.

++ Opportunity for Natick: The industry faces dual demands of demonstrating
market value by increasing innovation while minimizing costs in the face of
rising price pressures. This is placing pressure on companies to develop
stronger IT units focused on updates and upgrades, and creating new
advancements to cloud technology and analytics. Estimates show IT
spending in the Life Science sector to increase to $54 billion by 2019.
++ Challenges for Natick: The key challenge for Natick is to attract some
base companies within the life sciences sector to cultivate and attract an
industry cluster.

Where are the
opportunities to
create a mix of
uses to support
vibrant nodes
of activity in
Natick?

In addition to analyzing Natick’s attractiveness for different industry sectors, the
Economic Development Study also put forward recommendations for changes in
marketing tactics, networking opportunities, improvements to local zoning and
permitting, and infrastructure investments that will support future economic growth.
The Town and the Economic Development Committee are currently evaluating the
recommendations and determining the next steps for implementation.

Is that something
residents and
businesses are
looking for?

Diversifying Commercial Nodes

32

Value chain refers to the process by which
a business receives or produces raw
materials and adds value through various
processes to create a finished product.

Issues and Opportunities
The issues and opportunities described in this section were derived from conversations
with Natick residents at the November 2016 Community Meeting, discussions with Town
staff and business and property owners, previous plans and studies, and research.

Natick has several commercial and industrial nodes across town that have been
established for decades. Traditionally, these have been reserved for commercial
and industrial uses. As the overall marketplace and space needs of businesses
have changed, it has caused municipalities and developers to think more about a
mix of uses and a more creative use of physical space. This evolution is prominently
displayed in and around the Natick Mall. The integration of multi-family housing
shows the demand for living in an environment where amenities and services are
located within a short distance, and the location of the new Wegmans is bringing in
a full-service grocer to serve as an anchor to a traditional indoor shopping mall.
Going forward, the Town may want to think beyond the traditional commercial node
or center and consider how a multitude of uses could create more synergistic nodes
that would be more attractive to today’s employers. Recommendations from the
Natick Center plan included increasing opportunities for mixed-use where housing
could be located above retail or office space. This concept is already being implemented in several locations in Natick Center, and is anticipated to continue as additional properties come up for redevelopment. The Town may also want to consider
encouraging food services and restaurants in the industrial parks as an added
amenity for employees. Currently, options are extremely limited and employees must
drive to restaurants or food vendors. Opening options for food establishments in
the industrial parks may help increase the attractiveness of these locations for new
businesses or those who may be considering leaving Natick altogether.
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Shifts in the Retail Industry

“

Natick has
a strong
economic base
in professional
and technical
services,
healthcare,
and retail.

“

The retail industry in America is changing. Many large anchor stores and mid-size
big box retailers have been slowly losing business to local competitors and to
online retailers. While some retailers are less likely to be impacted by the market
penetration of online sales, clothing/department stores, book stores, and electronic
stores are closing far more rapidly. Given Natick’s large retail presence along Route
9, the Town may want to look at the current zoning and consider alternative uses
that could help to fill vacant storefronts if this changing retail environment continues.
The Town may also want to look at permitting procedures to see where streamlining
could help reduce the amount of time an applicant must wait to change a space or
building to fit a new user’s needs.

Attracting and Supporting Businesses
Natick has done a good job of attracting businesses. The Town has a strong
economic base in several key employment sectors including professional and
technical services, healthcare, and retail. However, there are improvements the
Town could make to attract additional businesses and/or diversify the business mix.
The recently completed Economic Development Study points to several opportunities
for improvement that include33:

++ Improve coordination between Natick’s economic development program and

other municipalities, economic development organizations, and other partners
to respond effectively to business inquiries and needs.

++ Review and improve regulatory policies and procedures to more effectively

respond to inquiries from both existing businesses and businesses looking to
locate in Natick. This should include zoning, permitting, and utilities.

++ Improve marketing and outreach efforts to businesses already in Natick, as

well as creating an outward looking face to market and attract to businesses
looking for a new location.

++ Invest in the infrastructure and amenities that will attract businesses to Natick

and ensure their retention over time. This could include physical infrastructure
such as the transportation network and public utilities, but also includes quality
schools, open spaces, retail amenities, and housing options.

++ Encourage business retention and expansion, reducing or removing barriers to

redevelopment, and making it possible for existing businesses to grow in Natick.

33

Town of Natick Economic Development
Study and Action Plan. Final Report &
Plan. December 8, 2016.
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