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Observations and implications of Australians abroad.

As an Australian expatriate, who has lived abroad for seven years, I have made many observations based on my surroundings, experiences and interactions with people in the my new country of residence, the United States. These observations further contribute to my own cultural re-discovery that has occurred as a direct result of living in a foreign land. Social and economic characteristics of Australia that I had previously not given much consideration to have became more visible from a distance. Implications of these observations are only self evident to me after re-locating abroad. Strange, but as an Australian living in Australia many things about the people, culture and surroundings went largely unnoticed until my departure from native soil.

My choice for living in the United States is like many other similar stories that I’ve come to know of or have read about. For the most part, Australians that I’ve met in the United States came for reasons of career advancement, better pay, less taxes (although there are always tips to pay) and more opportunities to broaden and hone professional skills, education and competencies. My own choice was made as a result of marrying someone that lived overseas, but the choice for my wife and I as a partnership to live in her country, was at least substantially influenced by the more common drivers. The change that I made in my life was significant in that it involved not only the move overseas, but the departure from a life of career employment, family, friends and single living. For many people, relocating to a foreign country is a challenging adjustment to make in that you leave behind so many elements of your life that provide comfort through familiarity, predictability, control and ease. I am no different to most people, but like many Australians who have chosen to make another country their home, becoming an expatriate was a carefully made choice. Most expatriates I have spoken to appear to be very decisive, methodical, adaptable and generally happy in their choice to live abroad. There is something to be said for the Australian spirit to take on a challenge and to successfully adapt to any given situation.  There have indeed been many times when I personally questioned my choice to come to the United States, or to continue staying at all. These were usually driven by cultural challenges or events like “September 11”. For me and my family, we will continue on with the notion of settling in the United States for good, because we have the most valuable international commodity that counts – a choice.

Still, for all the opportunities in America and the good people whom I’ve befriended and worked with, I still miss Australia, but more to the point, I miss that Australia has so much more that it could contribute but struggles to do so. Industry, the work ethic and the government’s handling of young people with respect to personal development needs a lot of improvement.

Selling off natural resources and major food companies to foreign ownership does not help Australia’s balance of trade either.

Australia’s future will require solid intellectual capital, especially as we are well into the “information age” and all of its ramifications. Intellectual capital needs to be developed, nurtured and most importantly, retained. Articles have appeared in many papers of many Australians who complete tertiary studies but do not want to become too ambitious, or else they have to commence paying off their HECS debt. So what happens? They end up overseas and the stay-at-home taxpayers end up paying for it anyway!

In the early 1980’s, Australia led the world in microsurgery, until the French grass did indeed appear greener and so off all our best surgeons went.

If it’s any consolation, Australia is getting its own back in the wine business. Teach those French a lesson once and for all. Australia definitely has some things to be proud of – as the largest brick, beef and Blundstone-boot exporter in the world, but Australia also exports something else: business and technical expertise.

With so many successful Australians living overseas, who choose to be expatriates, what can they do for Australia? This is something that plays on the mind of many of us who live abroad, especially those who experience cultural re-discovery and a new found meaning for what it means to be Australian.

Experience, skill diversity, discipline, unorthodox or lateral approaches and knowledge growth gained by expatriates overseas can be brought to bear in the improvement of life in Australia. This intellectual capital is not just about things that are cutting-edge and propose financial or material value, it is also about benefits from lessons learned by being exposed to cultural and economic differences that have led to lowered quality of life or living standards. In the United States, I have found that passion, innovation and risk taking are more highly regarded in general than what I’ve seen in Australia. We are all too familiar with the “Tall poppy syndrome” as described in the Mackay report a few years ago and its commentary on how Australians perceive personal success and ambition. Many Australians would sooner cut down tall poppies, while in the United States, you would find people making an effort to cultivate and showcase them.

I believe that Australia really does need to become a smarter country, something that one of our ex-Prime Ministers said a while back. I don’t suggest that Australia becomes a nation of dry intellectuals -  that would kill the conversation in pubs, not to mention procreation. What we need is to build a better balance of payments, capitalize on the skills of expatriates by luring them back to share their experiences. Examples would be to provide leadership or mentoring programs they could contribute to, perform speaking engagements for audiences in the government, schools etc. In Australia, there are many organizations that seek to drive young people to personal excellence and social contribution – but these are largely outside of the school curriculum and rarely receive government sponsorship. It is a shame that Australia is now known more for emerging Hollywood success stories, and outback mystique than for anything remotely linked to science, industrial innovation, medicine and the like. A smarter country would utilize its wealth of expatriate intellectual capital to learn from the lessons (good and bad) of other countries and cultures. This would lead to making more informed decisions, avoid making mistakes and to embrace the facts that can help to grow learning, cultural enrichment and economic success.

Lessons learned case in point

Living in the United States means that there is no socialized medicine and this is a case in point for worthwhile consideration in Australia’s future. Australia has been slowly and incrementally moving away from socialized medicine from one government to the next over the last two decades. The situation that exists in the United States today is so bad that it is seemingly impossible to recover from. Drug companies and the insurance industry have been afforded positions of power that allows them a level of control over health care that directly impacts the health care for most low to middle-income families. It is fuel for the haves versus have-nots culture. The medical profession who contributed to the position of these companies is now powerless to stop it going out of control. Doctors and other physicians are themselves as much pawns and puppets in the delivery of health care that puts the needs of satisfying stockholders expectations above the health care needs of the population. I have frequently spoken to doctors who have admitted their frustration with the USA health care system and in one case, a doctor told me that she was leaving the United States to practice medicine abroad as a result of her frustration. I only hope that this level of desperation for the medical profession never finds its way to Australian shores.

Innovation and success case in point

My observations on ambition, desire to succeed and motivation have been a constant area of intrigue and enlightenment during my stay in the United States. I have witnessed that many Americans have written the book in achieving excellence, be it at personal, local, national and international levels. I do not espouse the evangelistic diatribe of loud and obnoxious preachers or so-called motivational speakers. What I speak of is a natural born willingness to be better than you think you can be, to try harder for the rewards and gains earned and to earn and command respect. It has taken me some time to grasp the cultural embrace put around education, grades, graduation and succession to higher levels of learning and professional development. Seeing kindergarten and first grade children donning university robes and caps at their class graduations was something that I previously ridiculed and still find a bit strange. If you keep an open mind, there is a message to hear that is sent to each child: Do well, and you will be applauded. Stay the distance and your friends will stay with you. Be better than the rest and you will reap even higher rewards.

Welfare can be attractive

During my work in Australia I personally witnessed cases in Australia of co-workers who deliberately tried to get themselves dismissed because the welfare for them and their families was actually more lucrative than staying in their job and advancing their careers. As short-sighted as it may be for people who choose this path, it happens none the less. Since those observations occurred, changes were made as in “work for the dole” and dole diaries, proof of employment searches etc. But this has little impact because people have a notion to simply work around these measures. If Australia needs its people to work, it actually needs to believe that it must create more jobs instead of trying to squeeze the oversupply of people into the limited supply of jobs. It will only continue to build up resentment and creates a culture that sees futility in its future.  Creating more jobs means more risk taking, more government encouragement and sponsorship - not hand-outs, but incentives. Intellectual capital needs to be reaped, rewarded and retained. Australia is a nation that has the earned reputation of one of the highest taxed countries in the western world and many who move overseas are only too familiar with that facet of Australian life.
There are so many other observations that could be made and written on in elaborate detail. In Australia, there are studies done that are mostly empirical and inwardly focused toward information that is contained within the country itself. Perhaps a more qualitative approach to these studies in the future could occur with the help of Australian expatriates. 
For myself, I see only the wealth of intellectual capital that I’ve personally benefited from as one person’s experience in a single country. Now consider the amount of intellectual capital that could be derived from the encouraged and sponsored participation of Australian expatriates world wide.  

Australia’s influential government, education and industry leaders would do well to adopt a few key business principles such as confronting the brutal realities, establishing vision and goals, building a strategy, identifying the right people to fulfill the vision and executing on it. I believe that Australian expatriates would be among the right people to help Australia improve its industries, foreign relations, quality of life and place in the international community. 
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