Chipotle's Fresh Start in Newport Beach Comes with Number
of Benefits, Not Just for Local CEO
Fast Casual Chain's Move Near Brian Niccol's Hometown May Raise Eyebrows, but Chance to
Revamp Image, Proximity to Talent More Likely Factors Behind Relocation
Pictured: 1414 Wynkoop St. in Denver's Lower Downtown area, where Chipotle operates nearly 47,000 square feet of
office space.When a corporate relocation happens, especially one like Chipotle Mexican Grill's suprise decision to leave
its hometown after 25 years in favor of Newport Beach, CA, it’s easy to point to the fact that the company’s new CEO
significantly shortened his commute time by bringing the company closer to his home as the reason for the departure.
But site selection and economic development officials stress there are many factors at play when it comes to moving a
headquarters, and that executives, especially of public companies, have a responsibility to their shareholders and
employees that is supposed to take precedence over personal preference.
“It’s highly, highly unusual that a CEO would make a relocation decision based solely on where he or she lives,” said Jay
Garner, president and founder of Garner Economics, an Atlanta-based company focused on economic development
advisory services and research. “There are so many variables associated with relocation, and if it’s a publicly held
company, typically you won’t see a CEO make that kind of decision because it’s not in the best interest of their
shareholders.”
More likely, experts say, the relocation decision resulted from the consideration of many factors, including proximity to
talent and the need to re-position the company.
“One of the most immediate ways that a CEO can make a mark on a new company is with a head office move,” said John
Boyd, principal of The Boyd Co., a Princeton, NJ-based company that specializes in site selection. “It’s a way for a new
CEO to re-engineer the brand.”
And in Chipotle’s case, brand recalibration is needed to overcome the negative perceptions in the marketplace stemming
from a late 2015 outbreak of E. coli. The company has tried to bring customers back by introducing new products like
chorizo and queso with some success, but the CEO change that brought Brian Niccol to the company from Irvine, CAbased Taco Bell was meant to signal a shift that would steer Chipotle back to its former heights.
With the move to Orange County, Boyd said, Chipotle (NYSE: CMG) can associate its company with the skillset, image
and branding of Southern California while joining a market that is popular with other companies of its ilk.
Orange County is a hotbed for restaurant headquarters , due in part to its increasing association with lifestyle branding,
something often sought by restaurant companies, including Chipotle.
And while Denver is home to an international airport, a deep population of educated millennial workers and an attractive
lifestyle, the Los Angeles area is still connected to the global marketplace in a way that is completely unique, Boyd said.
Talent migrates to L.A. from all over the world, Boyd said, while Denver tends to attract from elsewhere in the U.S. Los
Angeles International Airport is the fifth busiest in the world, compared to Denver International Airport’s spot at No. 20,
according to 2017 numbers released by the Airports Council International.
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In short, Southern California has plenty going for it other than being Niccol’s place of residence. Chipotle’s only comment
on the matter came in the form of a press release issued just before Memorial Day weekend that cited the talent pool in
California as the reason for the move.
But that’s not to say that CEOs never relocate entire companies rather than move themselves.
For example, in 2011, beer maker Pabst Blue Ribbon relocated its headquarters from suburban Chicago to Los Angeles,
where two executives, brothers Daren and Evan Metropoulos, lived after their father, billionaire investor C. Dean
Metropoulos, purchased the company for $250 million with plans to have his sons run it.
And in 2016, Newell Brands Inc., which was formed by the merger of Newell Rubbermaid Inc. and Jarden Corp., moved
from Atlanta to Hoboken, NJ, near where CEO Michael Polk resided. New Jersey also offered $27 million in incentives for
the move, and the company retained operations in Atlanta.
“It happens,” said Didi Caldwell, board chair for the Site Selectors Guild, a national industry organization. “It seems like it
happens a little bit too often to just be a coincidence. But I’ve noticed that it happens less with relocations than it does
with new plans.”
And, in spite of the many factors working in Orange County’s favor, Caldwell doesn’t think that either Denver or New York,
the other place where Chipotle is shuttering an office, is at a competitive disadvantage.
When a company’s executives decide to relocate a headquarters, there are three main factors they consider, Caldwell
said.
First, they want to optimize cost, and second, they want access to talent, customers, suppliers and vendors, she said.
And third, they want to reduce risk as much as possible. This means avoiding factors like labor shortages and tax policies
that may be harmful to the company.
The move to Newport Beach checks many of the right boxes for Chipotle, but the company’s 152,000-square-foot lease in
Denver’s newest skyscraper, the Hines-built 1144 15th St. tower, does leave a loose end. Chipotle and its brokers are
responsible for finding a new tenant for the space.
But that situation is not out of the ordinary in the world of corporate relocations, according to Boyd, nor is it an
insurmountable task.
The mere fact that a company as large and well-known as Chipotle initially leased the space could be leveraged as a
marketing tool for the space, Boyd said.
It’s also unclear how many of Chipotle’s existing employees will make the move to the new headquarters. A news release
indicated that “some” would be offered relocation packages, but there’s no guarantee that those who are offered the
chance to move will do so.
“If they want to start fresh and get some new blood in, moving the headquarters is a good way to do that,” Caldwell said.
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