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Lack of mobility becomes critical 
Richard Pearson 

The north-south divide in the United Kingdom is a reality- at least where housing costs are concerned- and 
employers must cope with the results. 

THis year 250,000 people will move to a 
new home at the request of their employer. 
With a garage in some areas of London 
now costing £50,000 or more, which 
is more than a four-bedroom detached 
house in many parts of the country, it is 
not surprising that employers in many parts 
of the south-east find it difficult to move or 
to attract staff from less prosperous regions. 
But house price differentials are not the 
only cause of low mobility in the United 
Kingdom, disruption to family life, child
ren's education and spouses' careers can 
be just as important, while the intrinsic 
merit of the new location is also critical. 

For many employers, housing is the 
only apparent barrier and some continue 
to throw money at the growing problem of 
employee immobility. For those changing 
employer, assistance can, however, range 
from nothing - some employers do not 
even reimburse interview costs- to pay
ment of legal and removal expenses, 
which is common in the public sector, as 
well as estate agents' fees plus, in some 
cases, payment of a disturbance allowance, 
costs of temporary accommodation and 
bridging finance. 

The big money, however, is spent when 
the employer wants an individual to 
relocate within the company. In these 
cases the package can include all the 
above plus time off for house hunting, 
travel and accommodation for depen
dants, relocation expenses of up to 10 per 
cent or more of salary, a separate disturb
ance allowance and help with housing 
costs including subsidized mortgages, 
bridging finance, and "high housing cost" 
compensation whereby the employer pays 
the additional mortgage costs of an 
equivalent but higher priced house. There 
are now numerous relocation consultan
cies that will help lubricate this process for 
a fixed fee payable by the employer. They 
do this by offering to buy the house of the 

Table 1 Main reasons for deciding against a 
move 

Relatives/friends 
Family against 
Poor location 
Housing cost 
Salary too low 
Dependent relatives 
Schooling 

per cent 
64 
59 
56 
51 
47 
43 
41 

These data and other figures in this article are 
from the IMS report, "Relocating Managers 
and Professional Staff' (1987). 

employee about to move, assisting with 
briefings and house search in the new loca
tion and arranging mortgages. All of this is 
aimed at removing the stress of a move as 
well as providing a marginal cash incentive 
in some cases. The total costs of moving a 
senior manager can now be £15,000 or 
more. But not everyone pays on this scale 
and the solution to immobility is rarely a 
simple one of financing relocation. 

A recent survey of 8,000 managers and 
professionals has shown the wide range of 
factors restraining mobility (Table 1). The 
respondents came from five major public 
and private sector employers, and nearly 
half of them had relocated at least once in 
the past ten years. Nevertheless, relocation 
remains rare, only 16 per cent having 
moved more than once in the last 10 years. 
Those in their twenties were more likely to 
have moved than their older counterparts 
and men were more likely to have moved 
than women. For two thirds, the attrac
tion was career advancement, for the 
others it was salary increases. One in three 
had turned down a move in the past 10 
years. The main reasons for their refusals 
were the maintenance of social and family 
relationships, affecting 2 out of 3, followed 
by a dislike of the new location. House 
prices came third and other important 
factors included schooling, spouses' jobs 
and careers, and salary and relocation 
costs (Table 1). Surprisingly, although 
spouses' careers were important, three 
quarters of those with working spouses, 
who may be male or female, maintained 
that their career took precedence over 
their spouse's, dual careers having yet to 
have a major impact. Although employees 
are becoming more selective about 
moving, they will nevertheless move if the 
conditions are right, with 40 per cent say
ing they expected to move in the next ten 
years and 60 per cent saying they would do 
so to secure promotion and a higher salary. 

So where would they go? First of all, 
long-distance moves are not surprisingly 
far less popular than short-distance ones. 
There were also extreme aversions to 
moving to 'cities', 'urban areas', 'inner 
cities' and 'industrial areas'. In terms of 
specific locations, London was the least 
attractive location followed by Scotland 
and Northern Ireland, with other loca
tions attracting far fewer negative atti
tudes (Table 2). The so-called north-south 
divide was, as expected, a barrier but not 
one of absolute importance, with many 
moves being within the north or within the 

south. While moves from north to south 
were less popular than from south to north, 
the real barrier was into London. 

While a number of big employers are 
relocating their offices out of London and 
the south-east to avoid recruitment diffi
culties, if they are seeking to move indi
vidual employees they usually have to do 
so within a fairly constrained set of loca
tions. So what can they do to improve the 
mobility of their workforce? First, they 
can recognize different employees' sus
ceptibility to moving. For example, the 
young are far more likely to be mobile, 
with willingness peaking in the mid-20s 
and declining thereafter. 

But before any action can ta~e place, 
someone has to admit to the problem on 

Table 2 Least attractive areas (in rank order) 

1 London 
2 Scotland 
3 Northern Ireland 
4 North-west 
5 Wales 
6 North 
7 South-east 

behalf of the company. Too often the 
responsibility for mobility is devolved to 
the line managers involved who have to 
pick up the problem on an ad hoc and 
largely reactive basis. The first action is to 
establish clear managerial responsibility 
for mobility and then to understand why 
and where mobility usually takes place as 
well as whether it is actually needed or is 
simply an organizational habit or apparent 
convenience. Demand for mobility can 
often be reduced by the introduction of 
regional or localized career structures or 
ensuring that expansion takes place out
side difficult or high-cost areas, where 
relocation may even be cost effective. A 
better understanding of staff needs and 
concerns will also help, as will ensuring 
that employees know what help is avail
able to them when they are thinking about 
the move. Incentives for the mobile have 
to be reviewed, not only in terms of both 
immediate pay and relocation benefits, 
but also in terms of longer-term earnings 
and career payback. At the end of the day 
though, however good the relocation 
package, that in itself will not be an incen
tive to move, it can only be a compensation. 
Longer-term career and pay prospects will 
be the only real incentives. 0 
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