
Repositioning of Suburban 
Office Buildings in Metro 
Boston’s Transitioning 
Landscape

ONCE BUILT for bright economic drivers 
such as Digital Equipment Corporation, Wang 
Laboratories and Apollo Computer, the Route 
128 and 495 corridors are canvassed with 2 
story office buildings from the 1980’s boom 
which are now considered obsolete. Yet current 
commercial real estate trends present an 
opportunity for reconsideration and reuse. With 
Boston’s class A vacancy rates at 9.1%, coveted 
Cambridge laboratory space at 1.5% and highly 
competitive co-working units comprising only 
2.4% of inventory, the city remains an option for 
select few newcomers. Cultural demographics – 
exerted by the Millennials – impart a determining 
influence on companies today. Comprising the 
largest workforce population at 35%, design 
and a well-placed office are critical tools in 
recruitment. Whereas employees 30 years ago 
adapted to their environment, today’s office 
environments acclimate to their employees. 
Elements of workplace density, parking, 
infrastructure, amenities and commute time are 
now inherent factors in leasing and purchasing 
decisions. 

Many parties align for a successful real estate 
venture, each carrying expertise and influence. 
With vacancies historically low, high rent rates 
and full employment, capacity is the key issue 
– both in availability of human capital and office 

space. Companies today are forced to consider 
long term implications upfront as Boston 
commerce outgrows the city footprint. With a 
metro population of 4.6M Boston ranks 10th in 
US metro areas, with 80% of MA residents living 
in or around the city. Its roadways, subways, 
regional rail, air and sea options make MA an 
amenable state to do business in.  Life science, 
high technology and the start-up ecosystem 
propelled Boston past New York City in 2018 
venture funding rankings. These economic 
trends are permanently reconfiguring Boston’s 
commercial landscape.
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estate venture firm Novaya.  Another vanguard 
in building work environments is design. For 
many of these buildings, ADA compliance, 
environmental conservation, adequate power, 
finished ceiling heights, loading capabilities and 
parking were nascent considerations. Ultimately 
the viability of a property rests on employee 
productivity which today is characterized by 
multiple elements. 

“A work environment should embody the 
company’s brand. Acoustic controls, casual 
locations for individual work, wellness 
facilities, collaborative areas, biophilic design, 
environmental integration, creative spaces – 
today’s office environment is expected 
to be fluid and agile. These concepts were 
not implemented by developers 30 years ago 
and as such require significant changes in 
form and function,” cites Dennis McCarthy. 
“Building materials selection as well as systems 
technology play a large role in implementing 
design concepts. Variable flow refrigerant 
systems, extensive flexibility of LED lighting 
and the cultural embrace of a relaxed industrial 
aesthetic help transform antiquated buildings 
into successful work environments”.

“With funding flowing to start-ups, high 
technology and life science industries will 
continue to excel. Growing suburban clusters 
are becoming a prime offering with lower 
costs, good infrastructure and young Millennial 
families seeking work/life balance,” states 
Greg Klemmer of the real estate leader Colliers 
International.  Careful assessment of structures 
from the 1980s can yield hidden opportunity. 

“From an investment standpoint rehabilitation 
of these buildings can be part of a successful 
investment strategy when evaluated from 
the perspective of where future business 
is building. We see mixed-use properties 
addressing the influx as metro Boston’s 
landscape transitions in a thriving economy. 
This is where entrepreneurial minds win 
best,” agrees Shawn Hawthorne of the real 
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