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1. INTRODUCTION

Employees affect service quality, innovation, customer satisfaction and help to reach business objectives, leadership of people is an important element of organisational success. Organisations need strategies for staffing their business with appropriate staff, building new skills, stimulating performance and keeping the service quality and standards consistent in a fast-growing enterprise, particularly in a competitive industry like coffee retailing. Organisations need to therefore integrate human resource management with business goals, rather than view it as an administrative function, going forward, in order to implement strategic human resource management (SHRM). In this case study, two coffee chains, namely ZUS COFFEE, an established technology-driven coffee chain based in Malaysia and Luckin Coffee, a fast-growing Chinese coffee company will be compared with respect to their leadership and people strategies. Both organisations are within the same general industry, but have distinct organisational environments, markets locally and on how they expand. The comparison is made based on their strategies and practices in recruitment, training and development, performance management, leadership development, employee motivation and future workforce needs. 


2. ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT

2.1 ZUS COFFEE

ZUS COFFEE is a 2019 founded Malaysian coffee brand. It aims to create a brand that makes specialty coffee accessible and puts it on a level where people drink it every day instead of every once in a while. The company has grown in size considerably since it was established and now has 1000 outlets nationwide and in markets such as the Philippines and Thailand. It presents a problem of people management because of the quick growth of the business (Zus Coffee). A large scale expansion of a coffee chain requires many employees on the ground, outlet leaders, trainers and managers. Meanwhile, the level of service should not vary from outlet to outlet. Thus, ZUS must have a people strategy, to recruit in parallel with a systematic training, leadership development and operational standardisation. ZUS’s organisational structure demonstrates the importance given to people development. People & Culture, Academy, Operations, Customer Happiness, Marketing and specialist functions are highlighted as key areas which support the organisation’s growth in its [image: ]careers information. (Zus Coffee)
Figure 1. ZUS COFFEE

2.2 LUCKIN COFFEE

Luckin Coffee has grown using a very scalable business plan of self-operated and partnership outlets. The organization’s 2025 annual report reveals that by the end of 2025, it employed 43,709 full-time and 62,738 part-time staff, highlighting the scale of its workforce. It had a full-time staff of store operations employees, store development employees, employees involved in technology, administration/marketing. In order to adapt to the context of Luckin’s business, the company needs to have a good management control mechanism, especially in the operation process, which can avoid potential risks arising from the service quality risks, employee capabilities, and store-level management risks caused by rapid business expansion. Thus, its people strategy incorporates planned recruitment, employee training, performance-based pay and career progression. The company also claims to link employee performance to pay and promotion options. (SEC)
[image: ]
Figure 2. LUCKIN COFFEE

3. COMPARISON OF PEOPLE STRATEGIES 
3.1 Recruitment and Workforce Planning
ZUS COFFEE’s recruitment is closely related to the expansion of the company. It has a career site that mentions both work in retail as well as in its head office, meaning that they are likely to need people from all backgrounds, including technology, finance, marketing and People & Culture specialists. (Zus Coffee)
A key aspect has been ZUS’ Management Associate Programme, which allows graduates to rotate through various departments including People & Culture, Strategy, Finance, Marketing, Operations, Academy and Supply Chain. Participants are trained and work on actual projects of the Organisation. This can help facilitate succession planning as graduates are able to see various aspects of the organisation before they move into management positions.
Luckin also associates recruitment with business growth. According to its annual report, recruitment plans are set in accordance with the expansion needs and the staffing required for the current and future stores. Recruitment and assessment of full-time staff is done by HR and Operations Managers and part-time staff are interviewed by store Managers. (SEC)
This is because Luckin’s focus is more on scale and operational efficiency while ZUS consciously emphasizes the importance of scale and talent development and leadership succession.

3.2 Training and Employee Development 

One of the greatest commonalities between the two organisations is the training.
ZUS has established an Academy, which oversees learning and development. According to the current ZUS recruitment information, the trainers do the following: make visits to outlets, monitor operations, demonstrate the work, train on-site staff and evaluate their skills and give immediate feedback. Trainers also conduct training needs analysis and plan interventions in collaboration with the district managers. (zus.rymnet.com)
Additionally, ZUS has open positions for leadership development for a regional Academy, leadership academies, soft skills programs, functional training, and digital learning programs. The role also includes the use of learning experience platforms, microlearning, blended learning and performance tracking. (zus.rymnet.com)
It’s a progression from fundamental operational training to strategic learning and development. This is especially crucial for ZUS’ leaders, who must have management skills, as the company is growing across countries.
Luckin has a good formal training system. The company claims staff, partners and employees working in partnership stores are provided with extensive training at in-house training centres with a mix of in-house training programmes and external courses. Training is offered both online and offline. (SEC)
For the AMO, both companies make strong investments in Ability. Based on the AMO framework, employees’ performance is influenced by their capacities to perform, motivation to perform, and opportunities to use their capacities (Obeidat, 2016). (Emerald Publishing)
There is evidence of an attempt to identify and rectify capability gaps through the training needs analysis and practical assessment by ZUS. Luckin’s internal training system also facilitates uniform capabilities among a large number of employees.

4. LEADERSHIP AND EMPLOYEE MOTIVATION
Transformational leadership theory suggests that good leaders can motivate their staff by sharing a compelling vision, fostering growth, and inspiring staff to think outside the box and go beyond the ordinary (Bass, 1985). Transformational Leadership has been linked to employee performance, identification and discretionary behaviours. (ScienceDirect)
The focus on career development and leadership academies is in line with an element of transformational leadership. In particular, its Academy strategy is about leadership development in a hurry and talent development for growth. The culture of the organisation is also put into words, with the employees at the heart of what it is, as “There is no ZUS without U”. (Zus Coffee) This can help to develop a feeling of belonging to the organization among workers. But it can also be challenging to be consistent when growing quickly. The more outlets there are, the more the organisation needs to be sure that every outlet leader conveys the company values in a consistent manner, and that they offer a similar employee experience at each outlet.

Luckin’s leadership system is a little more performance-oriented. Store managers and employees are assessed on their performance and the results are tied to performance and advancement. (SEC) This can enhance motivation as the employees are aware of the link between performance and rewards. But systems that are based on performance must be balanced with employee development and wellbeing. If overemphasised on measurable performance, it may be able to make employees target short-term goals instead of long-term goals for Customer service and Organisational goals.

Luckin’s HR leadership has also been strategically developed. The company has been given credit to its senior vice president who spearheaded the HR management system’s reshaping and upgrading to support its fast growth. It means that HR leadership is not just a management affair, but is a part of business growth.

5. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT AND REWARD 

In the coffee sector, performance management has a significant impact on customers’ experience since each employee’s attitude towards their work impacts the customers’ satisfaction. The skills-to-be-assessed, the skills being observed and skills being fed back seem to be merged in ZUS. It is used for monthly skill checks and has employee training records.It has monthly skill checks and employee training records as its trainer roles. This establishes a continuous performance management process that allows staff to get feedback and further training when needed.

This is in line with the AMO model, it links employee capability with opportunities for development. ZUS might improve this by adopting more transparent organisation-wide employee engagement, retention, customer satisfaction and internal promotion metrics.
Luckin has a stronger link between performance and reward. According to the annual report, employee performance evaluation is associated with performance-based pay and career growth. This establishes an obvious motivational mechanism (SEC).
It’s clarity and scalability that are the strengths of Luckin’s approach. The number of full-time and part-time employees at a company is over 100,000, so the performance system must be relatively standardised. The system should, however, not be too dependent on financial incentives. Motivation is multi-faceted and can also be related to recognition, development, autonomy and organisation support.




6. EVALUATION OF EFFECTIVENESS 
ZUS COFFEE

ZUS’s people strategy seems to be in tune with its quick growth by employing structured recruitment, operational training, talent development, leadership programmes, training needs analysis, practical skills assessment and digital learning development.

Its Academy offers a framework to share the organisational knowledge throughout a growing network. This is especially relevant when the company’s management system has to be applied in various national markets. Another positive is its focus on developing its own talent. The programme of Management Associates and leadership development activities can provide an avenue for developing future managers, instead of the organisation relying on external recruitment in order to achieve this. (zus.rymnet.com) However, ZUS should keep working on improving workforce analytics. As the organisation grows, it will require accurate information on employee attrition, sickness, training and development impact, promotion rates, engagement and leadership skills. People analytics is cited as a key tool for quantifying the effectiveness of people strategies and making decisions, according to CIPD. (CIPD)

LUCKIN COFFEE

Luckin’s approach to people is well aligned with a large scale, technologically-enabled retail model. The company has a structured recruitment process and a wide-ranging training program with organizational incentives that allows it to control a very large workforce and its performance in a consistent manner. (SEC)
It is very helpful that they can train employees online and offline, since they work in a lot of different outlets. Standardisation can then be supported by internal training systems, without necessitating all learning activities to be conducted in physical classrooms.
The size of the organisation, however, poses a challenge to leadership. Stable leadership practices, employee voice and effective middle management are essential to ensuring employee engagement, particularly on a team of over 100,000 employees. Hence, it is not enough to consider future people strategy only by the productivity and performance measurement, but also by the engagement, career development and retention.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CURRENT AND FUTURE ORGANISATIONAL NEEDS 

The following strategies could further enhance the effectiveness of ZUS COFFEE in the future. Firstly, the need is to establish a formal international leadership pipeline for ZUS. With the expansion of Southeast Asian operations, there will be opportunities for high-potential staff to undertake structured preparation for managing across cultures, and international operations and strategic decision-making.

Secondly, it is necessary for ZUS to make more use of people analytics. Employment statistics, employee satisfaction, training attendance, promotion, and customer service metrics would enable managers to detect issues with the workforce earlier.

Thirdly, ZUS needs to improve digital learning. Blended learning, Microlearning and digital platforms are already part of the current Academy direction. Training may be scalable with the expansion of these systems as the organisation ventures into new markets.

Luckin Coffee’s future strategy is to be in line with operational performance and employee development. The first step was to enhance leadership development for store managers since frontline managers are the front line, and they are expected to turn the company’s corporate strategy into day-to-day employee action.
Secondly, Luckin could boost employee voice and participation. According to AMO, employee ability and motivation must be matched with opportunities to contribute as well as opportunities to use their capabilities (Obeidat, 2016). Employee feedback systems, suggestion systems and participative problem-solving approaches might then be used in conjunction with existing performance systems.

Third, Luckin should keep on building career paths. Structured competency frameworks have the potential to shape progression but its current link with performance and progression is already established.


8. CONCLUSION 

The comparison shows that people strategies adopted by ZUS COFFEE and Luckin Coffee are in line with their growth and operation environment. Both organisations have acknowledged that the quality of their service depends on the capability of their employees and they are both increasing the number of stores they have. The two focus heavily on employee recruitment, training, and employee development. Academy-based learning, leadership development, talent management and practical training are all key areas which ZUS COFFEE sets the highest priority on, as it moves from being a Malaysian coffee chain to an international organisation. As it gets more complex geographically, its challenge will be sustaining its leadership and employee capability. Luckin Coffee has created a systems architecture that is very scalable for recruitment, training, performance assessment, compensation and promotion. It helps a very large store network operation. The next challenge for it is to maintain a balance between performance orientation and employee engagement, leadership development and opportunities for employee participation. The case study illustrates the need for strategic fit overall.  The AMO framework reveals that employees need to have the ability, motivation and opportunity, and transformational leadership emphasizes vision, development and engagement of employees. Both organisations should further embed leadership development, employee learning, performance management and workforce analytics into their long-term growth plans.
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