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The Evolution of Residential Land Use Regulation in Greater Boston

This working paper is part of the research project, The Evolution of Residential Land 
Use Regulation in Greater Boston, carried out under the auspices of Harvard’s Joint 
Center for Housing Studies and its Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston. The goals of 
this project are to identify and understand the reasons that towns and cities in eastern 
Massachusetts have made Greater Boston a highly regulated urban region and to help 
devise residential planning policies that advance general, rather than parochial, interests, 
and what some call “Smart Growth.” In particular, the project aims to discover precisely 
why and under what circumstances particular communities adopted residential land use 
regulations by studying the evolution of regulations in residential real estate development 
in four different Boston-area communities and in the legal interpretation of the state laws 
of Massachusetts.
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Table A-1: People and Housing in Acton, 1940 - 2000

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Total Population 2,701 3,510 7,238 14,770 17,544 17,872 20,331

Households N/A N/A 1,932 3,996 5,939 6,574 7,469

Demographics

White N/A N/A 99.54% 99.40% 97.40% 93.60% 87.40%

Younger than 18 22.29% N/A N/A 43.20% 31.70% 24.90% 29.40%

Foreign Born N/A N/A N/A 6.2% 7.6% 9.8% 14.30%

Income

Housholds ($, Year 2000) N/A N/A $189,593 $99,120 N/A N/A $144,711

Adults’ Education

No High School N/A N/A N/A 13.40% 7.70% 5.00% 2.20%

High School Graduate N/A N/A N/A 28.30% 23.30% 14.10% 11.30%

Some College N/A N/A N/A 20.20% 21.70% 21.50% 17.20%

BA or More N/A N/A N/A 36.83% 47.30% 59.40% 69.30%

Household Characteristics

Housing Units 741 N/A N/A 4,195 5,986 6,600 7,495

Owner Occupied 56.84% N/A N/A 72.90% 66.00% 70.50% 76.10%

Median Value of Single Family 
Homes ($, Year 2000)

N/A N/A $206,891 $444,400 $58,012 $103,853 $387,351

Median Rent ($, Year 2000) $350 N/A $598 $1,106 $257 $470 $833

Figure A-1: Acton Zoning Map, 1963
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Figure A-2: Conservation Land in Acton


