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  INTRODUCTION 

A robust, sustainable, and adaptable local economy depends heavily on public officials who can lead in forming and 

implementing an economic development strategy. A thorough strategy is developed with an understanding of local business 

interests and regional resource availability, and a careful assessment of the community’s ability to attract new business 

investment and jobs. Participating in the Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT) is an important step public 

officials can take to assess their jurisdictions’1 strengths and weaknesses for the purpose of planning for viable, long-term 

economic growth. Through EDSAT, public officials and business leaders collaborate as a team, assessing each of their roles in 

creating a business-friendly climate. 

By participating in this self-assessment, Marlborough will not simply better understand its economic development assets and 

challenges, but learn to build upon strengths and overcome weaknesses. This report contains a thorough analysis of the 

responses provided by Marlborough to the EDSAT questionnaire.  

The Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy will keep all individual-municipality results in 

this report strictly confidential. 

Project Overview 
Since 2005, Northeastern University’s Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Affairs (Dukakis Center) has sought to identify 

the “deal-breakers” that impede private investment in local municipalities. Based upon research on the resurgence of older 

industrial cities, the Dukakis Center has identified two crucial elements in economic development. First is a municipality’s 

ability to respond opportunely to ever-changing market forces. Second is local government’s skill in working collaboratively 

with regional agencies, business leaders, and academic institutions to lessen municipal weaknesses and market the city or 

town’s strengths. These conclusions led to the development of EDSAT, an analytical framework for providing practical, 

actionable feedback to public officials. In its current form, EDSAT resulted from a partnership between the Dukakis Center and 

the National League of Cities (NLC). 

Methodology 
The foundation for the 200-plus questions that make up the EDSAT questionnaire was established when the Dukakis Center 

surveyed more than 240 members of the National Association of Industrial and Office Properties, now known as NAIOP and 

CoreNet Global. These leading professional associations represent site and location experts, whose members research new 

sites for businesses and other institutions. Members were asked to identify those factors that are most important to 

businesses and developers when evaluating locations. This process generated a set of 38 broad factors relevant to economic 

growth and development. Examples include highway access, available workforce, and the timeliness of permit reviews. Based 

on rankings by these location experts, EDSAT factors are identified as Very Important, Important, or Less Important to 

businesses and developers.  We denote these rankings as follows: A filled circle () indicates Very Important, a half-filled 

circle () indicates Important, and an unfilled circle () indicates Less Important. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

1  Jurisdictions are usually categorized as individual towns and/or cities. A “jurisdiction” can also consist of several small municipalities, a 
geographic region, or a county—as long as each plans and strategizes its economic development efforts as a single entity. 



2 

  

RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF EDSAT LOCATION FACTORS 

Very Important   

 Highway Access 
 Parking 
 Traffic 
 Infrastructure 
 Rents 
 Workforce Composition 
 Timeliness of Approvals 
 Website/Access to 

Information 

Important   

 Public Transit 
 Physical Attractiveness 
 Complementary / 

Supplemental Business 
Services 

 Critical Mass Firms 
 Cross Marketing 
 Marketing Follow-Up 

 
 Quality of Available 

Space 
 Land 
 Labor Cost 
 Industry Sensitivity 
 Sites Available  
 Predictable Permits 
 Fast Track Permits 
 Citizen Participation in 

the Review Process 
 Cultural and 

Recreational Amenities 
 Crime 
 Housing 
 Local Schools 
 Amenities 
 State Business 

Incentives 
 Local Business 

Incentives 
 Local Tax Rates 
 Tax Delinquency 

 

Less Important   

 Airports 
 Rail 
 Water Transportation  
 Proximity to 

Universities and 
Research 

 Unions 
 Workforce Training 
 Permitting Ombudsman 

 

 

Each question in EDSAT addresses a particular location factor and provides three ways to interpret that factor relative to the 

response in your own community:  

1. The level of importance businesses and developers place on that location factor 

2. How other jurisdictions participating in EDSAT have typically responded to that question 

3. How your jurisdiction’s response compares to the typical response and the importance of the location factor  

The EDSAT analysis compares your jurisdiction’s responses with those of Comparison Group Municipalities (CGM)—that is, all 

of the jurisdictions that have completed the EDSAT questionnaire. With regard to the Permitting Process, for example, your 

jurisdiction may offer significantly shorter review times than the CGM.  In this case, the EDSAT analysis suggests that on this 

measure your jurisdiction may possess a relative advantage in what is a Very Important location factor. However, if permit 

reviews take significantly longer, then your jurisdiction may be at a disadvantage, because businesses are interested in “time-

to-market”—the time it takes to get up and running in an ever-increasingly competitive environment.   

EDSAT assigns a color code to highlight the results of your jurisdiction compared to the median response among the CGM. 

Colors—green, yellow, and red—indicate a municipality’s relative strength on each specific location factor. Green indicates 

that your jurisdiction is quantitatively or qualitatively stronger than the CGM response; yellow indicates that your jurisdiction 

is average or typical; and red indicates a relative deficiency. 
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SAMPLE RESULT, DRAWN FROM SECTION 1: ACCESS TO MARKETS/CUSTOMERS 

 

The interaction between the importance of a location factor and your jurisdiction’s relative strength yields powerful 

information. With respect to businesses and developers, a comparison yielding “red” for a Very Important factor represents 

the potential for a “deal-breaker,” while a comparison resulting in “green” for a Very Important factor represents the 

likelihood of a “deal-maker.” There are several important considerations to keep in mind when reviewing a jurisdiction’s 

EDSAT results: 

1. If your jurisdiction is at a disadvantage in certain Very Important location factors, such as possessing a slow 

permitting process, a workforce that lacks necessary skills, and infrastructure that lacks the capacity to support 

growth, it is considered to have three distinct “deal-breakers,” regardless of its geographic location.  

 

2. Your jurisdiction should look at its EDSAT results as an overview, and not focus on a particular location factor. One 

“deal-breaker” does not mean that your jurisdiction should abandon its economic development efforts. At the same 

time, your jurisdiction cannot rely solely on one or two “deal-makers.” Economic development is a dynamic process 

and should be managed in such a way that a community continually responds to the changing needs of local and 

prospective businesses.  

 

3. The interpretation of comparisons and color assignments depends on your jurisdiction’s context in answering the 

question and its objectives for economic development. For example, if there are significantly more square feet of 

vacant commercial space than the CGM median, EDSAT assigns “red” because large amounts of space may indicate 

outdated facilities in a stagnant local economy. However, the empty space may actually be an asset if your jurisdiction 

is focusing on attracting businesses that would benefit from large spaces, such as a creative mixed-use complex. Thus, 

your jurisdiction’s context is important in understanding EDSAT results. 

For some questions, the red and green color assignments serve to highlight the response for further consideration within the 

context of your jurisdiction’s objectives and circumstances. Several questions have no comparison at all. They tend to be lists 

of potential incentives, resources, or regulations associated with the municipality and will be discussed in corresponding 

sections of the report.  
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 SUMMARY OF RELATIVE STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

This section summarizes Marlborough’s primary strengths and weaknesses in the realm of economic development. EDSAT 

does not provide an overall grade for a jurisdiction, but rather assesses a jurisdiction’s unique set of strengths, weaknesses, 

and economic development objectives. 

The Dukakis Center staff create a list of significant or notable responses for each of the Very Important, Important, and Less 

Important location factors, emphasizing strengths and “deal-makers,” which are not organized in any particular order of 

importance. Dukakis Center staff suggests that your municipality review these lists and use them to highlight, enhance, and 

market your town’s strengths.  

Tasks on the weakness and “deal-breaker” lists, however, are prioritized to emphasize the importance of their mitigation. The 

Dukakis Center staff arranges the tasks according to feasibility, with consideration of the latitude and abilities of local, county, 

or regional levels of government. For example, in a jurisdiction with limited highway access, building a new highway 

interchange or connector would likely be cost-prohibitive, time-consuming, and an inefficient use of local resources. However, 

other tasks are more feasible with modest investments in time and resources. For example, streamlining the permitting 

process and making related development information readily accessible to both location experts and businesses could be 

accomplished without significant capital investments. Although location experts rank both highway access and the timeliness 

of permitting as Very Important location factors, in the prioritized list of potential “deal-breakers,” the permitting process is 

given a higher priority due to its feasibility in implementation.  

Marlborough’s Strengths and Potential “Deal-Makers” 
The following three lists of Marlborough’s strengths are its powerful economic development assets. The city should build upon 

these assets and promote them to prospective businesses and developers. Marlborough should first consider those in the Very 

Important group, then the Important, and finally the Less Important group. Please note that strengths are not listed in any 

particular order within each list.  

 

Strengths among Very Important Location Factors 

 

TRAFFIC: During rush hour, traffic congestion is only moderate, and rush hour traffic speed is higher than in the comparison 

group. Your city has regular access to traffic engineers and transportation consultants, and has recently done a traffic study. 

Marlborough does not require firms to provide traffic mitigation beyond the streets adjacent to the development site, another 

plus in the eyes of location specialists. 

PARKING: Most sites available for retail, manufacturing, and office space have on-site parking, and parking is free in the 

central business district. 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE: Marlborough has capacity for growth and reliable service in water, sewer, wastewater treatment, natural 

gas, electric power, and data/communications infrastructure.  

 

LABOR (AVAILABLE): A large majority of Marlborough’s adults have at least a high school diploma and a relatively high 

proportion of residents have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

 

TIMELINESS OF APPROVALS: Marlborough stands out from the comparison group municipalities (CGM) in review process 

speed for both new projects and development of existing structures. In particular, your reported processing times are shorter 

for zoning variances, special permits, and appeals for new projects and site plan review, zoning variance, special permits, and 

appeals for existing structure development. In no category are your review process times longer than the CGM. 

 

WEBSITE: Marlborough’s official city website provides information useful to prospective firms and developers, including a list 

of available land and building sites, contact information for key officials, and links to numerous local and regional business 

organizations, agencies, and resources. Applications and other key forms are date-certified to ensure consistency between 

online and print forms. In addition, an economic development link brings users to the Marlborough Economic Development 
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Corporation’s highly usable and attractive website, which provides an additional wealth of information about the city, its key 

industries, business incentives, and the development process.  

 
Strengths among Important Location Factors 
 
PHYSICAL ATTRACTIVENESS: Marlborough vigorously maintains streets, sidewalks, and parks near available development 

sites and has a higher percentage of land reserved for parks than the comparison group. Your city places a strong emphasis on 

keeping an attractive downtown area and you have few or no issues with abandoned, dilapidated, or boarded-up properties. 

 

CRIME: Marlborough has a substantially lower crime rate than the comparison towns. 

 

PREDICTABLE PERMITS: Your city makes things easy for prospective developers by providing a permitting checklist and 

flow chart of the development process, as well as a development handbook. 

 

FAST TRACK PERMITS: Your city actively markets fast track permitting and has overlay districts and 43D sites that can allow 

expedited permitting. 

 

PERMITTING OMBUDSMAN: Your mayor plays a significant role in ensuring the efficiency of the permitting process and you 

provide technical assistance to businesses in permit and license application processes. 

 

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN THE REVIEW PROCESS: Marlborough has had very little abutter resistance to development. In 

cases where abutters have had concerns, for instance the large Apex development, the city has worked successfully to smooth 

out problems. Officials play a role to help in abutter communication or intervention when needed. 

 

INDUSTRY SENSITIVITY: Your city has strengths across the board in this category! With the help of MEDC, your city has a 

marketing program based on industry needs and the city’s core strengths, and you engage local businesspeople to speak on 

the city’s behalf. In addition, you are ready to jump in and respond in the event of negative news or data about the city. 

 

CRITICAL MASS FIRMS: Your strong industrial attraction policy puts your city at a competitive advantage over the 

comparison group, and in addition, you have development specialists at the municipal, regional, and state level to assist in 

interpreting the needs of the sectors you intend to attract. 
 

CROSS MARKETING: You enlist existing businesses in your city to help attract new ones, as well as engaging local and regional 

business and planning organizations in marketing Marlborough. 

 

MARKETING FOLLOW-UP: Your city has competitive advantage in this area, as you have a formal de-briefing process to find 

out why firms chose to locate in Marlborough and have procedures for keeping in touch with firms about their satisfaction 

with the city. Also, there is a procedure in place for acting quickly if news comes out about company dissatisfaction with your 

jurisdiction.  

 

COMPLEMENTARY/SUPPLEMENTAL BUSINESS SERVICES: The city’s business services are highly capable of working with 

emerging tech/science firms and the city has WorkTable to provide co-working space for start-up businesses. MEDC is 

vigorously involved and the Chamber of Commerce is moderately involved in economic development. 

 

BUSINESS INCENTIVES (STATE LEVEL): Massachusetts offers a number of state tax incentives such as investment and job 

training tax credits and workforce training grants. Your city actively takes advantage of these available incentives, giving you 

an edge over the comparison group. 
 

BUSINESS INCENTIVES (LOCAL LEVEL): Marlborough offers a many local business incentives, including investment tax 

credits, a revolving loan fund, workforce training grants, and TIFs, including for retail development. Your city has an 

assembled committee of bankers that assists businesses in securing financing. 

 



6 

  

SITES AVAILABLE: Your city keeps an up-to-date and complete list of sites that are available for developers, and you keep 

active relationships with commercial brokers with sites in your jurisdiction. Marlborough’s industrial-zoned land is protected 

from encroachment by other uses. You have a strategy for reclaiming or land banking tax delinquent and tax title properties. 

 

TAX RATES: Although property and commercial tax rates are comparatively on the high side, your city has a well-balanced 

property tax revenue, with a healthy mix of commercial, industrial, and residential sources. In addition, Marlborough adds to 

its revenue with local hotel and meals taxes.  

 

TAX DELINQUENCY: Marlborough is attentive to its tax delinquent and tax title properties. If the city has more such 

properties than the CGM, it can be attributed to its larger population than that of the average participating community. 

 

LABOR COST: Prevailing hourly wages for blue-color, semi-skilled manufacturing workers is relatively low, and mid-level 

clerical worker wages are similar to the comparison group. 

 

WORKFORCE TRAINING: Marlborough supports public-private partnerships to provide workforce training and has adult 

education programs readily available to local residents. Your city engages with many resources for workforce training, 

including Marlborough-based Partnerships for a Skilled Workforce as well as area high schools and vocational technical 

school, human service or nonprofit career training centers, and regional or state employment services departments. 

 
Strengths among Less Important Location Factors 
Marlborough has no strengths in the less important category. 

Marlborough’s Weaknesses and Potential “Deal-Breakers” 
Along with its many advantages, Marlborough has some possible weaknesses that could pose challenges to successful 

development. The factors in the Very Important group are the ones that the town should consider addressing first because 

they are the most critical potential “deal-breakers.” Again, you should next consider those in the Important group, and finally 

those the Less Important group.  

Unlike the above itemization of Marlborough’s strengths, this three-part list of weaknesses is arranged in order of priority. We 

suggest that, while reviewing this prioritized list of challenges, participants keep in mind Marlborough’s economic 

development objectives and the feasibility (economic and otherwise) of upgrading “deal-breakers” and other weaknesses.  

Weaknesses among Very Important Location Factors 

 

WORKFORCE COMPOSITION: The percentage of English language learners in Marlborough’s workforce is higher than the 

comparison group. While the city has a relatively high proportion of managerial workers, please note that this report cannot 

assess your city’s balance of workforce types (semi-skilled, professional, etc.) fully because of incomplete questionnaire data. 

 

RENTS: Rents for manufacturing space and for class A, B, and C office space in the highway business district are higher than in 

the comparison group municipalities. On the positive side, rents for retail space in the highway business district, and for office 

space in the central business district, appear to be relatively low. 

 

HIGHWAY ACCESS: While a portion of your city is easily reached by two access ramps off I-495, the city’s east side has less 

access. Only 50–74 % of the city’s available office space sites and fewer than half of its available retail and manufacturing sites 

are within two miles of a major limited-access highway entrance or exit. In addition, Marlborough imposes weight restrictions. 
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Weaknesses among Important Location Factors 

 

PUBLIC TRANSIT: Few or no available sites for retail, manufacturing, or general office are within ¼-mile of public transit. On 

the positive side, Marlborough is within five miles of the Southborough commuter rail station and has MetroWest Regional 

Transit Authority bus and shuttle services, and the city has a transit-oriented development strategy in its plans. 

 

SITE AMENITIES: Among available development sites, only some are within one mile of day care and fast food or fine dining 

options. On the positive side, most are near retail shops. 

 

HOUSING: Marlborough’s housing prices for purchasing and renting are high. Its home ownership rate is lower than 

comparison group towns. Few major officers of the firms located in your town live in Marlborough. 

 

Weaknesses among Less Important Location Factors 

 

AIRPORTS: While Marlborough currently has a municipal airport, regional and major airports are some distance away. The 

closest major international airport is Logan in Boston, about an hour away by car (without traffic). Airports are not accessible 

from Marlborough by public transportation. 

 

PROXIMITY TO UNIVERSITIES AND RESEARCH: Marlborough does not have close proximity to colleges and universities. On 

the positive side, the Assabet Valley Regional Technical High School is located in Marlborough. The tech school offers a 

licensed practical nursing program and many other adult education classes, and hosts satellite classes of Worcester-based 

Quinsigamond Community College. 

 

RAIL ACCESS: While Marlborough has access to freight rail, which could appeal to manufacturing and logistics firms, the city 

lacks commuter rail and Amtrak.   
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DETAILED ANALYSIS AND QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 

The following is a ten-part section-by-section analysis of the EDSAT results comparing Marlborough’s self-reported responses 

with the median response among the CGM. Each location factor is ranked with three possible symbols: The shaded circle () 

denotes a Very Important factor, the half-shaded circle () denotes an Important factor, and the unshaded circle () denotes a 

Less Important factor.  

This ten-part portion of the report—its heart, really—is presented in the same order as the questions listed on the EDSAT 

questionnaire, with the tabular printout of Marlborough’s results appearing first, and our narrative summary and 

interpretation of the results appearing second. The tabular results are displayed in four primary groupings of information:  

Group 1 identifies a location factor (such as Highway Access), a circle indicating the relative importance of the location factor, 

and questions related to the factor that your town has already answered.  

Group 2 shows Marlborough’s responses to the EDSAT questions.  

Group 3 is the median (or majority, for yes/no questions) response among the “comparison group municipalities” (or CGM) 

that have completed the EDSAT questionnaire. 

Group 4 is a series of green, yellow, or red blocks indicating how Marlborough compares to the CGM. A built-in function in 

EDSAT allows a municipality to compare itself against a subset of the CGM by other criteria such as population, median 

income, or size of operating budget. For purposes of this analysis, however, Marlborough is compared with all the CGM. 
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Section 1: Access to Customers/Markets  
In order to minimize transportation costs and time-to-market, businesses want adequate access to uncongested 

transportation corridors for their shipping needs, customers, and employees. Highway access, congestion, and parking are 

Very Important factors in location decisions. Public transportation is Important, while proximity to airports, rail, and water 

transport are Less Important. The overall physical attractiveness of public spaces, enforcement of codes, and condition of 

housing and commercial real estate are Important, as they are indications of general economic health and quality of life in a 

community.  

 

 

 



10 

  

 

 

 



11 
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Section 2: Concentration of Businesses (Agglomeration) 
Agglomeration refers to the number of complementary and supplemental services and related firms—including academic 

institutions—that are available within a jurisdiction to support new or existing companies. A concentration of similar or 

supporting companies creates a critical mass of businesses within an industry, making it easier for that industry to thrive in 

the local community, regionally, or on the state level. The scale of agglomeration within a jurisdiction can be enhanced by the 

intensity of its efforts to attract companies, its coordination of marketing plans with regional or state efforts, cross marketing 

among stakeholder organizations, and follow-up with existing and potential businesses. 
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Section 3: Cost of Land (Implicit/Explicit) 
The cost of land to a firm includes two Very Important factors: Infrastructure and Rent. Updating civil, utility, and 
telecommunications infrastructure is costly, and firms do not like to incur these expenses. Therefore, if a municipality does not 
already have adequate capacity in place, a potential firm could decide to locate somewhere else with stronger capacity. 
Likewise, Rents are Very Important as they contribute heavily to operating expenses. Location experts consider the quality of 
available space and amount of available land for development Important factors. 
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NOTE: As the figures for percentages of class A, B, and C do not add up to 100%, your city’s office space balance has not been 

assessed as a strength or weakness and is not addressed in the Next Steps section. 
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Section 4: Labor 
The effect of labor factors on location decisions runs somewhat contrary to popular belief. An available labor force that is 

adequately trained (Workforce Composition) is a Very Important factor, while the cost of labor is Important and the presence 

of strong unions is Less Important. Conventional wisdom often holds that higher labor costs and strong unions negatively 

affect a firm’s location decision. However, if the workforce is adequately skilled, these factors are not as detrimental as the 

conventional rule of thumb suggests. Workforce training resources is Less Important relative to other location factors. 

However, having a technically trained workforce whose skills align with the industries a municipality wants to attract is a 

valuable selling point. 
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Section 5: Municipal Process 
The municipal process section covers several themes relating to marketing and permitting. Public officials who aggressively 

market their jurisdictions strengths and collaborate with firms already located in their town or city may have significant 

advantages in attracting new investment. Local firms can speak firsthand about their own experiences and market conditions 

to interested companies and investors. Likewise, they can advise municipal leaders about industries with which they are 

intimately familiar. Additionally, municipalities that have established transparent and efficient permitting processes, 

minimizing startup time and costs, are also ahead of the game. Among the factors examined in this section, the timeliness of 

approvals is Very Important to location experts and all but one of the remaining factors (Permitting Ombudsman) are ranked 

Important. 
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Section 6: Quality of Life (Community) 
The quality of life within the community is an Important location factor because companies want to be able to offer employees 

a safe community with affordable housing, good schools, and a rich selection of cultural and recreational opportunities.  
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Section 7: Quality of Life (Site) 
This section reviews the amenities and services available within one mile of existing development sites. Having a variety of 

amenities, restaurants, stores, and services near employment centers enhances the location, adds convenience, and allows 

employees more social opportunities. 
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Section 8: Business Incentives 
When companies are evaluating various jurisdictions for site location, business incentives (mainly subsidies and tax credits) 

are Important considerations. However, contrary to conventional wisdom, these incentives are not the first factors on which 

an investor makes a location decision—nor are they decisive. Factors such as infrastructure, workforce composition, and 

timeliness of permitting are of the utmost importance and can all too easily become “deal-breakers.” A municipality must be at 

least adequate in these areas before a company will advance negotiations. While investors value a broad portfolio of business 

incentives as possible “deal-closers,” they might not initially attract them. 
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Section 9: Tax Rates  
Municipalities often think that if tax rates are too high, they will have a hard time attracting businesses—that high taxes are a 

“deal-breaker.” Like financial incentives, however, the tax rate is not one of the Very Important location factors. If the Very 

Important factors are satisfied, then a business will likely request a more favorable tax rate during later-stage negotiations. Yet 

negotiations are unlikely to get to that point if the More Important location factors have not been satisfied.  
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Section 10: Access to Information 
A town’s website could offer a business location expert his or her first impression of what the area has to offer. In today’s 

digital age, a location expert could use a municipality’s website to gather initial information, and if it is not available, easy to 

find, and easy to understand, the researcher may reject the town as a potential location without further consideration. While a 

town’s website may rank Less Important as a factor in decision making, it can be this initial source of information that entices 

a location expert to probe deeper and to contact a municipality to seek additional information. At that point, the municipality’s 

economic development leader or permitting ombudsman has an opportunity to step in and develop one-on-one rapport with 

the developer or company representative. 
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NEXT STEPS 

Marlborough is a city of approximately 40,000 people located 30 miles west of Boston in Middlesex County. The city recently 

celebrated its 350th anniversary. Its economy was formerly dominated by manufacturing, particularly shoe and boot 

manufacturing, but Marlborough today contains a rich mix of sectors, from traditional and advanced manufacturing to high 

technology, life sciences, service, retail, banking, and health care. Many of Marlborough’s existing businesses are located in 

industrial parks near I-495; additional clusters include the 5-acre mixed-use “Marlborough Village” district downtown and 

many retail establishments on the city’s east side. Marlborough is the home or regional headquarters of many prominent 

corporations, including TJX Companies, Raytheon, Boston Scientific, Quest Diagnostics, SanDisk, and Hologic, as well as 

numerous small and local companies, including the 50-year-old Universal Window and Door, whose products are designed 

and manufactured in its facility in central Marlborough. 

The Dukakis Center’s Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT) creates a snapshot of Marlborough’s economic 

development efforts at a time when the town is working actively to attract and retain businesses and industries. The following 

is an overview of where your city is getting it right, and where improvements can be made. Outlined below are the top 

recommendations and their respective levels of priority for your economic development efforts. 

CORE STRENGTHS  

Marlborough enjoys valuable assets that can compel firms and developers to locate—or remain—in town. Chief among them 

are ample developable sites, a smooth and rapid permitting process, and vigorous marketing and industrial attraction efforts 

led by the city’s strong and active economic development corporation with the support and involvement of a long-serving 

business-friendly mayor who stays involved in communication with potential and existing firms. All this, combined with low 

citizen/abutter resistance to development, puts your city ahead of the game in economic development compared to most other 

EDSAT municipalities. 

Marlborough scores very well on most of EDSAT’s “very important” location factors. The city’s location at the intersection of 

highways I-495, I-290 and not far from I-90 and State Route 9 make travel into and out of Marlborough easy and certainly can 

help attract multiple industry types and firms large and small. This report corrects for EDSAT’s failure to acknowledge 

Marlborough’s excellent highway access, due to the city’s larger scale than most other participating communities. Parking is 

abundant and free, and traffic flow is generally smooth. Your city stays on top of potential traffic problems and solutions, 

utilizing MAPC and the 128 Business Council to study traffic and transportation needs. Infrastructure is a strength, with 

water supply and sewer, wastewater treatment, natural gas, electric power, and data/communications infrastructure 

sufficient to support growth. Marlborough’s participation in a municipal aggregation program likely helps keeps electricity 

supply costs relatively low, though as previously discussed, your survey responses did not include kWh costs, so this survey 

does not assess whether electricity rates are high or low compared to other municipalities. 

Marlborough also stands out from the comparison group in timeliness of approvals for both new projects and development 

of existing structures. In particular, your reported processing times are shorter than the CGM for zoning variances,  special 

permits, and appeals for new projects; and site plan review, zoning variances, special permits, and appeals for existing 

structures. In no category is your approval process longer than the comparison group. The city’s economic development team 

is already working to market fast-track permitting to potential developers, giving Marlborough an advantage over some 

other municipalities.  

The City of Marlborough’s website—another “very important” location factor, since it usually gives a municipality’s first 

impression—provides useful resources and tools for potential firms and developers. These include a list of available land and 

building sites (which is rare), and links to numerous local development resources such as regional planning agencies and the 

Chamber of Commerce. In addition, an up-to-date development permit checklist and flowchart are provided on the MEDC site. 

Applications and other key forms are date-certified to ensure consistency between online and print forms. The MEDC site in 

particular is user-friendly and rich with valuable, clearly presented information about the city, its major industries and firms, 

business incentives, and available sites, and highlights the city’s 43D priority development sites. A set of testimonials by 

industry leaders regarding the ease of doing business in Marlborough is one of many marketing efforts evident on MEDC’s 
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website. In addition, an “economic development toolbox” offers resources for small business owners and entrepreneurs 

starting or expanding their businesses in the city. 

Although the website is a strength, there is room for improvement here. Viewing Marlborough’s official website through a 

potential developer’s or location specialist’s eyes, the home page is crowded with links targeted to current residents and 

unrelated to economic development. The city’s site could benefit from a more streamlined design. At the very least, the 

economic development portal should be prominently located in the upper part of the home page so the link is immediately 

visible. The city’s site is updated only monthly, and while the MEDC’s website has a dedicated webmaster, the city’s does not. 

Moreover, having dual websites dedicated to economic development could easily confuse prospective developers and firms. 

For instance, the development flowchart and permitting checklist are found on the MEDC site, but users must return to the city 

site to access actual permit forms from the Site Plan Review Committee page. Even after finding the “Forms” button, the 

relevant applications and checklists are fairly far down the page. The GIS mapping application that links quickly to Google 

Maps street view looks like a useful tool, but it does not seem user-friendly. We recommend that you look into ways to 

modernize the city’s site, to visually feature a “Doing Business” (or some other term) portal, and to unify the economic 

development resources and developer information to avoid potential duplication of effort, confusion, or missed information. 

With an abundance of vacant land and useable space currently zoned for commercial and industrial use, the city and the 

Marlborough Economic Development Corporation (MEDC) have been aggressive in maintaining industrial and commercial 

zoning, keeping the permitting process streamlined, and marketing the city to attract and retain firms. The city’s vigorous 

industrial attraction policy targets industry sectors, including traditional manufacturing, information technology, travel and 

tourism, and life sciences, including biotech. Further, your city, region, and state have development specialists to help interpret 

the needs of these desired industries, and both the city and the MEDC make ample use of them. 

Your city has clear strengths in industry sensitivity. With the help of MEDC, your city has a marketing program based on 

industry needs and the city’s core strengths, you engage local businesspeople to speak on the city’s behalf, you are ready to 

jump in and respond if negative news or data about the city reach the news. The city works to engage its diverse populations 

in festivals such as the Heritage Festival, which could set the stage for attracting niche shopping. Your mayor plays a significant 

role in ensuring the efficiency of the permitting process, and you provide technical assistance to businesses in permit and 

license application processes.  

Marlborough engages many resources to provide workforce training, and the city and the MEDC team up to conduct periodic 

job fairs to link Marlborough area employers with entry- and mid-level jobseekers. 

Unlike many traditionally rural or “bedroom” communities that rely on homeowners for the vast majority of tax revenue, 

Marlborough enjoys a relatively well-balanced property tax revenue stream, with 55% coming from residential, 26% from 

commercial, and 12% from industrial sources. The city also enjoys substantial added revenue from local hotels and meals 

taxes. 

Marlborough takes advantage of the state’s wide array of special business incentives as well as offering incentives on the 

municipal level such as TIFs, investment tax credits, workforce training grants, and assistance with securing financing. 

Marlborough has a very low crime rate. Its local schools have high graduation rates and propel students on to four-year 

colleges, similar to the comparison group municipalities. You report that no schools deemed underperforming, and 

Marlborough’s per-pupil expenditure is higher than the comparison group, suggesting the city is placing a priority on its 

schools. In addition, your city has a range of school choices, from traditional public schools to a charter school and private 

parochial, non-sectarian, and boarding schools. 

Overall this community possesses a high degree of physical attractiveness. Marlborough has a higher percentage of land 

reserved for parks than the comparison group. You place a strong emphasis on keeping an attractive downtown area, and the 

city vigorously maintains streets, sidewalks, and parks near available development sites. You have few or no issues with 

abandoned, dilapidated, or boarded-up properties. Marlborough’s “Downtown Village” has been named a cultural district by 

the Massachusetts Cultural Council and the district is the site of many of the city’s significant annual events, including the Heri-

tage Festival and Taste of Marlborough. 
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Along with these many strengths, we see some areas that should receive greater attention.  

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Marlborough is doing things right in many categories that location specialists find important. A few obstacles and challenges 

may still exist, suggesting some room for enhancement of your already-strong economic development strategies and practices.  

While your city is not plagued with contamination or brownfield sites, or with vacant or severely utilized shopping centers, in 

terms of quality of available space, it may be a slight competitive disadvantage that your city has little open land or 

greenfield space available for development. 

In the physical attractiveness category, while maintenance is vigorous and likely wards off deterioration or trash issues, you 

might consider implementing a 24/7-attended hotline or app for citizens to report issues and violations. Your city does not 

strongly involve the arts community in open space design, and should consider more active inclusion of local artists and arts 

organizations in open space and cultural event planning. 

While your city’s marketing follow-up efforts are strong and your mayor is involved and “pre-emptive” about any problems 

that might surface with any existing companies, you could seek to de-brief with firms that decide not to locate in your town, in 

order to formulate as complete a picture as possible of reasons for satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

Under the category of permitting ombudsman, your city does not have an established training program to regularly identify 

adjustments in policy or regulation to accommodate the changing needs of firms. Perhaps with the MEDC working so actively 

to attract businesses and the mayor helping to keep the city business-friendly, this training has not been needed. Even so, you 

might consider developing standards and training for staff, boards, commissions, and elected officials to keep everyone on the 

same page in accommodating changing needs of firms as time goes on. 

Marlborough has a range of housing options, but the city currently lacks available mid-priced housing, possibly discouraging 

mid-level professional workers from taking up residence in the city. Future economic development planning should examine 

ways to increase the supply of housing suitable for employees of the new firms it seeks to attract, along their families. 

Marlborough is not endowed with good public transit—another very important location factor. While traffic issues are not 

paramount at the moment, the city could benefit by making more “last mile” and alternative transportation available, perhaps 

including car- and bike-sharing services. We recommend exploring how and where to add these transportation amenities, as 

well as bolstering access to the Southborough commuter rail station and improving and/or promoting the available MWRTA 

bus and shuttle services. 

Regarding workforce composition, Marlborough’s percentage of English language learners in the workforce is somewhat 

higher than the comparison group. We recommend continuing to monitor and respond to the needs of immigrants and English 

language learners whose children are enrolled in your city’s schools or who seek or hold jobs in Marlborough. As your English 

language learner population grows and matures, you might look for ways to tap into this diversity, for example by expanding 

the Heritage Festival’s reach and keeping an eye out for opportunities to market niche shopping in Marlborough 

neighborhoods. 

Finally, although Marlborough spends more than the CGM on its local schools, despite the strengths listed above, EDSAT 

indicates that students’ proficiency in math and especially English is quite a bit lower than the comparison group. Combined 

with the significant percentage of students eligible for subsidized lunches, this performance suggests that the schools and the 

community might improve the their remedial programs for the immigrant working poor—targeting pre-K, students, and 

parents. 
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Recommendations Priority 

Work to unify the information and user experience between your dual 
websites to create a better “one-stop shopping” experience for potential firms 
and location consultants. If possible, dedicate a staff member to maintaining 
and improving the City of Marlborough website. 

High 

Work to add transportation amenities and promote use of the MWRTA bus 
and shuttle services to help increase the city’s walkability and encourage 
alternatives to car use. 

Med 

Examine ways to increase the city’s supply of quality mid-priced housing. Med 

Continue and strengthen the city’s efforts to engage and assist English 
language learning students, families and workers, and examine strategies to 
capitalize on cultural diversity with the Heritage Festival and promotion of 
diverse shopping or dining districts. 

Med 

  

 


