
Executives 

onthe 

move 

AUSTRALIAN business executives are 
becoming a "race" of nomads. 

For many, regularly moving from one city 
to another. or from city to country, is 
becoming a way of life . 

They are not being enticed to a distant city 
because they want a change of scene or a 
change of job . They are being lured there by 
long-term career prospects rather than by the 
attractions of the new job or location. 

The ir increased mobility is due to the 
changing nature of Austral ian industry - the 
growth of large firms with offices scattered 
throughout the country wh ich attempt to 
build an efficient management team by on­
the- job training and careful rotation of staff. 

The trend f irst became evident in the 
Census of 1971 which showed that the most 
mobile sections of the populat ion were 
people in professional. tech nical and 
managerial jobs . People in these occupations 
were twice as mobile. at least, as any other 
civilian group. 

The tre nd su ggested to M on ash 
geographers Mr John Me Kay and 
Associate Profeasor Jim Whitelaw that the 
traditional theory of internal migration was 
wrong. This theory was built around the idea 
that individuals and families made their own 
independent decisions about where they 
wanted to live and work. 

However. from the Census figures. it 
seemed to McKay and Whitelaw that other 
influences were at work. Executives 
appeared to be "making decisions on a life­
time career plan . or, at least, were assessing 
each move on the basis of career progres­
sion." 

These tentative conclusions have now 
been confi rmed by a large-scale survey of 
Australian business firms recently completed 
by McKay. A similar survey of Government 
organ isations is being carr ied out by 
Whitelaw. who is at present on study leave. 

In his private industry survey. which will 
be published later in book form . McKay 
collected data from about 100 of the largest 
pr ivate companies in Australia. 

The firms. drawn from a broad cross ­
sect ion of Australian industry, have a 
combined workforce of 850.000. 

McKay found a big turnover among 
management staff in many large companies. 

"The big removal ist firms now depend 
almost entirely for their business on 
corporate executives moving around :' he 
says. 

" T he largest removalist company 
est imates that 60 per cent of its business is 
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with private companies. Another 20 to 25 
per cent is with Government departments. 

" Some private companies transfer an 
astonishing number of executives a year. 

" Our sample average suggests that in any 
one year five per cent of all management 
staff moves over SOme significant distance 
that involves buying or renting a new house . 
But there are great variations within that 
average. 

" One of the computer companies in our 
sample has a management staff turnover of 
50 per cent a year : ' 

McKay says the extent of mobility appears 
to depend partly on the type of organisation 
and its structure. Some companies are highly 
integrated and move staff readily from one 
part of the organ isation to another. Other 
firms are deliberately decentralised so that 
each unit virtually operates independently. 
Where this happens there is less scope for 
transfer. 

The degree of mobility also depends on 
union attitudes. Some white collar unions 
have been able to res ist management 
attempts to move employees. In other 
industries, banking. for example, it is widely 
accepted that deployment of staff is a 
prerogative of management. 

Large-scale transfer of executives is a 
costly business for industry. 

The average cost. McKay says, to "move 
an ' executive over any distance" is about 
$ 12.000. One firm paid $30.000 to move an 
executive from Melbourne to Sydney. 

Firms pay removal costs . and. in some 
cases - for example. where an executive 
has to move to Sydney where housing costs 
are high - may make up the difference in 
housi ng costs or pay the interest on the 
increased mortgage for the two or three 
years that the executive is there . 

In some cases, to encourage executives to 
move , firms pay the costs of changing 
schools or pay the executive's golf or yacht 
club fees. 

McKay says many companies. faced with 
these increasing costs, have to assess very 
carefully the multiple moves that might occur 
as a resu It of a transfer. 

"If someone mOVeS from Melbourne to the 
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A large-scale s tudy by Monash geographer John 
McKay (left) suggests that many Australian 
bus ines s executives are reg ularly mo ved from 

one ci ty to another. Photo: Rick Crom pton. 

London head office of a mult i-national. it can 
set up a chain of five or six moves as people 
are transferred around the country to fill each 
others slot :' he says. 

If the " transfer merry-go -round " is so 
expensive . why do large firms persist with it? 

The answer appears to be that Quality of 
staff is becoming more and more important. 

McKay says a number of studies in Britain. 
the US and Australia have shown that 
profitability is related to the Quality of the 
management team. Management now has to 
cope w ith "technological change. new en­
vironmental conditions and international 
shocks to the system like the recent oil price 
rises." 

Big firms see staff mobility as part t 

broad plan to develop an efficient 
management team capable of meeting these 
challenges. 

What is good however for a multi-national 
may not be good for the individual employee, 
or, for that matter. the region , or country as a 
whole. 

McKay believes the transfer system tends 
to "select out" certa in types of people ­
those who are prepared to put the firm 's 
needs before their own . 

Those who are not prepared to accept the 
disabil ities of being constantly on the move 
either leave the company early in their 
careers or take jobs in smaller parts of the 
organisation. 

The "high fliers" - those who wanted to 
" get on" - admitted, when questioned in 
the survey . that there were problems. McKay 
says. Often their w ives were unhappy at 
having to move. They themselves were 
concerned with the effect that their nomadic 
existence might have on their childr 
education. Another problem which worneu 
many was the enforced separation from 
gra ndparents. 

Despite these disabilities. they accepted 
transfers as part of the job and the price they 
had to pay to succeed. 

Na less pronounced is the effect of the 
transfer system on regional loyalties. 

Once bank managers and other business 
executives played an important part in com­
mun ity life in country towns, McKay points 
out. But today they are being regarded more 
and more as "outsiders. " 

The growing gap between townspeople 
and " t ransients" . attested to by sociological 
studies. is widening as big retail chains tend 
to take over from small retailers in country 
towns. 

These big firms are staffed by "temporary" 
executives who have little w ish to take part in 
community life . and because they are "out­
siders " . often receive little encouragement to 
do so. 
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