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Employee Engagement, Retention, and Skill Shortages in easyJet: An Evaluation of Human Resource Management Practices.
[bookmark: _Toc1334425657] Introduction and context
The global aviation industry is struggling with a persistent shortage of highly skilled personnel, most notably low-cost carrier pilots (Shanker, 2019). This issue has become particularly acute in the post-coronavirus era, as airlines accelerate their recovery to meet surging passenger demand. Despite a near-full restoration of seat capacity to pre-pandemic levels by 2023, training bottlenecks have caused substantial delays in bringing new pilots into the workforce, with average entry times extended by up to a year (International Air Transport Association, 2026). Simultaneously, pilot wages have risen amid intense competition for a limited talent pool, underscoring the urgency and complexity of the situation (Civil Aviation Authority, 2026).
Nowhere is this challenge felt more keenly than in the low-cost airline sector, where carriers operate on high aircraft utilisation models and are especially vulnerable to fluctuations in pilot availability (Maxwell & Grant, 2021). For these airlines, attracting and retaining qualified pilots is critical—not only for operational smoothness and safety, but also for retaining a competitive edge (Efthymiou, 2021). 
Human Resource Management (HRM) practices play a central function in dealing with workforce shortages within skill-intensive industries. In aviation, the high cost of pilot training, lengthy qualification periods, regulatory requirements, and limited labour supply make employee retention particularly important (Efthymiou, et al. 2021). This challenge is aptly explained by the Social Exchange Theory, which suggests that employee retention is influenced by the perceived balance of rewards and contributions in the workplace (Gould-Williams, & Davies, 2005; Vu, 2022). Employing theories such as the Social Exchange Theory helps to structure these HRM strategies efficiently by stressing the mutual obligations between employers and employees. 
Yet research examining how Human Resource Management (HRM) practices can be strategically adopted to address these workforce shortages, specifically within UK low-cost and full-service carriers, remains limited.
This study proposes a systematic literature review to examine how HRM practices influence pilot retention in low-cost airline models. While a broad literature investigates themes of employee engagement, job satisfaction, and organisational commitment across industries, there is a considerable gap in integrated research on low-cost carrier pilots, primarily within European low-cost carriers. This report seeks to fill that gap by analysing how HRM practices influence pilot engagement and retention, supplying insight into strategic talent management in a resource-constrained, high-demand environment.
[bookmark: _Toc721850503] Problem Statement and Rationale
For low-cost airlines, attracting and retaining qualified pilots is essential to maintaining operational success. In fact, pilot retention presents much strategic tension: maintaining cost efficiency whilst sustaining a stable, highly skilled workforce in a mobile labour market (Efthymiou et al., 2021; Maxwell & Grant 2021). The high cost of pilot training, rigorous administrative requirements, and lengthy qualification processes add additional complexity to recruitment and retention efforts (Efthymiou et al. 2021).
Although pilot retention is frequently attributed to pay differentials and market competition, emerging HRM research suggests that organisational factors, including perceived support, engagement, career progression opportunities and relational exchange, play a critical function in shaping retention outcomes (Sarmad et al., 2016; Vu, 2022). However, much of this evidence remains sector-general and insufficiently contextualised within the operational and organisational constraints of low-cost airlines.
This study considers this shortfall by examining how HRM practices influence pilot retention within the low-cost airline model, using easyJet as context example. EasyJet was selected for review in this instance due to the widely available data in the annual reports/ESG factsheets, and MarketLine Advantage was used to analyse and support this study. 
By synthesising HRM theory with aviation-specific evidence, the research strives to generate insights specifically relevant to how relational organisational mechanisms support sustainable employee stability. While the primary focus is on easyJet, the findings are intended to have broader implications for other low-cost airlines facing similar employee challenges. The study's conclusions may inform the wider development of HRM policies to increase pilot retention across the sector, helping airlines beyond easyJet to modify their practices to enhance organisational resilience. Importantly, these insights may also inform regulators and training academies on the potential to align policy and training approaches with HRM best practices, ultimately supporting a more robust and sustainable pilot pipeline for the aviation industry as a whole.

[bookmark: _Toc908060321] Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc1680873762] Research Aim
The primary aim of this research is to critically evaluate how Human Resource Management practices influence pilot engagement and retention within the strategic and operational constraints of low-cost airline business models, using easyJet as a contextual case.
[bookmark: _Toc2098425319]Research Objectives
The research objectives are to:
1. To critically synthesise academic and industry literature on HRM practices influencing employee engagement and retention in skill-intensive sectors.
2. To evaluate how HRM practices affect engagement, commitment, and retention within low-cost airline operational contexts. 
3. To analyse the strategic and organisational constraints affecting the effectiveness of HRM retention practices in low-cost airlines.
4. To develop evidence-based HRM recommendations to support sustainable pilot retention in low-cost airline organisations such as easyJet.

[bookmark: _Toc1168474519]Research Questions
The study seeks to answer the following research questions:
 - What Human Resource Management practices are most strongly associated with employee engagement and retention of easyJet pilots?
-How do HRM practices influence employee engagement as a mechanism for retaining low-cost carrier pilots?
-How can the existing literature inform HRM strategies aimed at addressing pilot shortages at easyJet?
[bookmark: _Toc197642061]Preliminary Literature review
[bookmark: _Toc719328442]HRM Theory
Social Exchange Theory, developed by Peter Blau, proposes that employment relationships operate through reciprocal exchanges. When employees perceive organisational investment — through career development, supportive leadership, and fair employment practices — they are more likely to reciprocate with commitment and continued organisational membership (Gould-Williams & Davies, 2005; Vu, 2022). In aviation, where pilots possess high human capital and strong labour mobility, the perceived quality of this exchange relationship may be a major determinant of retention.
However, SET assumes relational reciprocity and may thereby understate the influence of structural labour-market forces. Pilot mobility is influenced not only by perceived organisational support, along with international demand, wage competition, and regulatory portability of licences (Peyrat-Guillard, Grefe, & Subramanian, 2022; Nnditsheni, 2021; and Shanker, 2019). SET therefore provides a valuable relational lens but does not fully explain macro-level retention pressures in the sector.
To complement this perspective, the AMO framework conceptualises retention as influenced by HRM systems that strengthen employee Ability (training and skill development), Motivation (rewards and engagement), and Opportunity (voice and participation) (Bos‐Nehles et al., 2023). In the airline context, structured progression pathways, transparent reward systems, and participative communication structures may jointly influence retention outcomes. AMO’s strength resides in its systemic focus on HR bundles as opposed to isolated practices.
Nonetheless, AMO has been criticised for privileging performance outcomes and underemphasising professional identity and employee agency — both of which are salient in aviation careers (Bos‐Nehles et al., 2023). Integrating SET and AMO, therefore, enables a balanced framework that recognises relational interactions, strategic HR systems, and industry-specific constraints that shape pilot retention.
[bookmark: _Toc408722405]HRM Practices as Drivers of Retention
Extant HRM literature provides substantial evidence that retention is influenced by coherent systems of HR practices rather than isolated interventions. Studies grounded in the Ability–Motivation–Opportunity (AMO) framework suggest that training and development strengthen employee capability, reward systems reinforce motivation, and participative practices increase perceived organisational support, collectively reducing intentions to leave (Memon et al., 2021). This systems-based perspective challenges the assumption that financial incentives alone are sufficient to maintain skilled employees.
Within aviation-specific contexts, Shanker (2019) demonstrates that recruitment and selection procedures significantly shape pilot retention outcomes. Notably, the study stresses the role of organisational reputation, realistic job previews, and career expectations in developing long-term employment relationships. However, while recruitment-focused HRM practices influence early-stage retention, they offer limited insight into how commitment is sustained over time. This suggests that retention cannot be addressed solely at the point of entry but must be supported by ongoing HRM practices throughout the employment lifecycle.
[bookmark: _Toc792080396]Employee Engagement and Job Satisfaction as Mediating Mechanisms
An important theme across the literature is the role of employee engagement as a mediating mechanism between HRM practices and retention. Memon et al. (2021) provide robust empirical evidence that HRM practices reduce turnover intention indirectly by elevating job satisfaction and work engagement. This finding supports Social Exchange Theory, which claims that employees reciprocate perceived organisational support with positive attitudes and continued membership.
Aviation-specific research further reinforces the relevance of engagement-related constructs. Nnditsheni (2021) identifies job satisfaction as a significant predictor of retention in the aviation industry, suggesting that engagement mechanisms operate similarly across safety-critical and skill-intensive contexts. However, the literature remains divided on whether engagement alone is sufficient to sustain long-term retention, notably under operational pressure. This prompts questions about the durability of engagement in settings characterised under irregular working patterns, high levels of responsibility, and regulatory limitations, such as those in low-cost carrier aviation.
[bookmark: _Toc838721170]Commitment, Psychological Contracts, and Decline Over Time
While engagement explains short- to medium-term retention intentions, organisational commitment literature offers deeper insight into long-term employment relationships. Meyer and Allen’s three-component model positions affective commitment as the most dependable predictor of retention, yet more recent studies contest the assumption that commitment remains stable over time. Peyrat-Guillard et al. (2022) introduce the concept of “quondam commitment,” depicting how pilots and cabin crew may retain a strong professional identity while becoming psychologically detached from their employer.
This perspective illustrates a central limitation within much of the HRM literature: the tendency to treat commitment as static rather than dynamic. In the context of airlines undergoing operational restructuring, roster intensification, or cost pressures, HRM practices that previously supported engagement may become sources of dissatisfaction. Consequently, retention strategies that neglect to consider evolving psychological contracts risk underestimating the instability of pilots' long-term commitment.

[bookmark: _Toc704858878] Strategic HRM, Organisational Context, and Resilience
The strategic HRM literature emphasises the importance of aligning HR practices with organisational strategy and environmental volatility. Pathomphatthaphan et al. (2024) demonstrate that agile HRM practices strengthen employee engagement during periods of disruption, supporting the argument that flexibility and responsiveness are essential in dynamic industries. Similarly, Su et al. (2023) link employee retention to organisational resilience, suggesting that retention contributes not only to cost efficiency but also to adaptive capacity.
However, tensions become more pronounced when applying these critical strategic imperatives to low-cost carrier models. MarketLine (2024) observes that easyJet’s competitive advantage stems from stringent cost discipline and operational proficiency, potentially limiting the feasibility of adopting HRM practices to boost employee engagement. This contradiction exposes a fundamental dilemma: prioritising cost minimisation may conflict with investments in relational and psychological aspects of HRM that are critical for pilot retention. There is limited literature addressing how airlines navigate or reconcile these competing priorities in practice, and insufficient critical analysis of the trade-offs or unintended consequences that may arise when involvement tactics are constrained by cost-focused business models.
[bookmark: _Toc1021779183]Synthesis and Research Gap
Synthesising the literature indicates a broad consensus that HRM practices influence employee engagement and retention, supported by well-established conceptual models and empirical evidence. Aviation-specific studies confirm that these relationships are relevant to pilot populations; however, existing research remains fragmented across engagement, and commitment and retention of low-cost carrier pilots. Moreover, limited attention has been paid to how these mechanisms operate within low-cost carriers subject to regulatory and cost constraints.
While sector reports from IATA, the CAA, and MarketLine effectively contextualise the immediacy of pilot retention, they do not examine the specific organisational mechanisms necessary to achieve it. This limitation points to a major gap in the existing literature: the absence of a comprehensive analysis that identifies how HRM, engagement, and retention operate within the distinctive operational context of airlines such as easyJet. The aim of the present study, therefore, is to address this gap through systematically synthesising relevant academic and industry perspectives to clarify how airlines can design and sustain effective retention-focused HRM strategies within the constraints of a challenging aviation labour market.
[bookmark: _Toc322780584] Research methodology (including Ethics)
[bookmark: _Toc843412379] Research design
This study employs a systematic literature review, thematic analysis, and narrative synthesis to provide contextually grounded analytical insights rather than broad statistical generalisations. Recognising that pilot retention is influenced by organisational strategy, regulatory constraints, and labour market dynamics, the research focuses on examining these interconnected factors within a specific organisational context to enable a deeper theoretical analysis. The case study approach facilitates the application and evaluation of conceptual models (SET and AMO) within the distinctive structural framework of the low-cost airline industry. This research design is justified as it prioritises explanation over measurement and adopts a strategic lens, focusing on in-depth understanding rather than population-level inference.
[bookmark: _Toc1772985666] Systematic Literature Review
A systematic literature review (SLR) underpins the study to ensure rigour, transparency, and replicability. Unlike a traditional narrative review, an SLR follows structured search, screening, and inclusion procedures (guided by PRISMA principles), reducing selection bias and enhancing methodological credibility (Majowska & Austen, 2019). Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic (HRM, aviation, retention, engagement), a systematic approach delivers comprehensive coverage across databases.
The SLR is appropriate because the study synthesises existing empirical evidence rather than collecting primary data, and it supports the development of an evidence-informed analytical design.
[bookmark: _Toc1899285029]Data Sources and Search Strategy
Peer-reviewed journal articles will be sourced from JSTOR, MarketLine Advantage, and Business Source Complete to ensure academic quality. Sector reports from the International Air Transport Association and the UK Civil Aviation Authority will be used for contextual industry analysis instead than as primary empirical evidence.
Limiting inclusion to peer-reviewed studies strengthens reliability, while industry sources provide necessary sectoral grounding.
Academic databases, including keywords, including combinations of
· “Human Resource Management”
· “Employee Engagement”
· “Employee Retention”
· “Low-cost carrier Pilots”
· “Aviation Industry”
· “Airlines”
· “Pilot Shortage”
Boolean operators *AND* / *OR*will be applied to refine search results.
[bookmark: _Toc1346807457]Inclusion and Exclusion criteria
[bookmark: _Toc264812132]Inclusion Criteria
· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· Published between 2010-2025
· Focus on HRM, engagement, commitment, or retention
· Aviation or comparable skill-intensive industries
[bookmark: _Toc1614023540]Exclusion Criteria
· Non-peer-reviewed sources
· Studies unrelated to workforce management and development
· Purely technical aviation studies
Excluding purely economic forecasting and non-empirical commentary ensures alignment with the study's theoretical focus.
Clear criteria improve honesty and reduce confirmation bias.
[bookmark: _Toc1871990123]Data analysis
A qualitatively led thematic analysis will be conducted to discover patterns throughout studies. Both quantitative and qualitative findings will be integrated narratively rather than statistically aggregated. This approach is appropriate because the literature is methodologically heterogeneous, making meta-analysis unsuitable.
Thematic synthesis allows theory-driven coding aligned with SET and AMO, while retaining sensitivity to sector-specific insights. This ensures analytical thoroughness while sustaining harmony across several study designs. Quantitative findings are used to identify patterns and relationships, while qualitative findings provide explanatory depth and contextual understanding. Together, these strands contribute to a theory-informed thematic synthesis.
[bookmark: _Toc1586070043]Ethical considerations
As the study relies exclusively on secondary sources (Peer reviewed journal articles, industry reports, and organisational publications), no direct human participants are involved. Therefore, risk relating to informed consent, anonymity or psychological harm does not arise. 
However, ethical responsibility remains in ensuring: 
- Accurate representation of original authors’ findings
- Avoidance of selective citation or confirmation bias
- Transparent reporting of inclusion and exclusion criteria
- Proper referencing to prevent plagiarism.
Although easyJet is analysed using publicly available information, care must be taken to:
- Avoid speculative claims about internal practices 
-Clearly distinguish between empirical evidence and interpretation 
- Avoid reputational harm through unsupported assertions
As this is not an evaluative audit but an academic analysis, the tone must remain analytical rather than judgemental. 
[bookmark: _Toc2054416005]Risks and Limitations
A key limitation is the reliance on secondary data, which restricts insight into pilots’ lived experiences. Additionally, contextual differences across countries may limit generalisability. Additionally, this study is conducted within time and word count limits. This necessitates variations in depth across certain thematic areas, such as leadership styles or comparative regulatory regimes, which could lead to areas not being explored as comprehensively as others. These limitations will be mitigated through critical comparison and transparent acknowledgement. 

[bookmark: _Toc1064340601]9.0 Timeline
	Weeks
	Activity

	1-2
	Proposal refinement and supervisor feedback

	3-5
	Systematic literature search, Written proposal, 8(Start writing literature review)

	6-7
	Screening and Selection (PRISMA) (Week 6 proposal and ethics form) PowerPoint presentation start.

	8-10
	Data Extraction and thematic analysis

	11-13
	Writing Findings 

	14-15
	Discussion and Conclusion

	16
	Final editing and submission



[bookmark: _Toc1739079227]10. Conclusion
This research proposes a systematic examination of how HRM practices influence employee engagement and retention among low-cost carrier pilots, using easyJet as a contextual reference. By synthesising existing literature, the study aims to provide academically robust and practically relevant insights to support strategic HR decision-making in the aviation industry.
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