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[bookmark: _Int_W40eGhyu]The employee lifecycle refers to the series of stages an employee goes through during their time within an organisation, from the moment they first become aware of a job opportunity, the phase before the employees are hired, until they eventually leave the company (Cohen, 2010). It is a Human Resource Management framework used to understand and manage the employee experience at each stage of employment, managing it is incredibly important as each stage influences employee engagement, performance, and overall organisational success (Nosratabadi et al., 2022). A demographic worth extensive consideration is generation Z, individuals born between 1997 and 2012 (Eldridge, 2025), who are entering the workforce in substantial numbers. Shaped by rapid technological advancement, economic instability, and significant global disruptions during their formative years, this group exhibits values, expectations and behavioural patterns that differ greatly from those of previous generations (Alruthaya, Nguyen and Lokuge, 2021).
Generation Z’s transition into employment is, consequently, causing a transformative influence on organisational practices, particularly within the hospitality sector, where traditional models of work are being reassessed in response to their evolving priorities and professional aspirations (Giousmpasoglou and Nguyen, 2025). The employee life cycle consists of several key stages such as attraction and recruitment as well as onboarding, retention and separation (Gatla, 2024). By implementing strategies that support employees throughout each of these stages, organisations can improve job satisfaction, increase retention, and enhance productivity. In the context of generation Z, understanding the employee life cycle is particularly important, as their expectations around flexibility, development opportunities and workplace culture may differ from those of previous generations (Nieżurawska, Kycia and Niemczynowicz, 2023).
This essay critically examines how UK restaurants can engage Generation Z employees throughout the employee lifecycle. Using Nando’s UK as a practical example, the discussion explores the role of HR, the characteristics of generation Z, organisational structure, external environmental influences using the PESTLE analysis, a framework used to evaluate the external macro-environmental factors affecting an organisation (Oxford college of marketing, 2016) and engagement strategies across attraction, recruitment, onboarding, development, retention and separation. Psychological theories and engagement models are used throughout this essay to ensure critical analysis.
Employee engagement refers to the emotional and physical commitment employees have towards their organisation and its goals (Leopizzi, 2023). Engaged employees are more motivated, productive and likely to remain with their employer, contributing to stronger organisational performance, lower turnover and improved service delivery (CIPD, 2025). Human resource management plays a central role in shaping this engagement, by managing the recruitment, hiring, deployment and management of an organisation's employees. Armstrong (2020) defines HRM as a strategic and coherent approach to managing people to support organisational goals.
In hospitality, where service quality depends heavily on employee behaviour, HR has a direct influence on business outcomes (Ford & Sturman, 2020). Human resources are responsible within organisations for recruitment, training, reward management, legal compliance and employee relations. However, strategic HRM goes beyond administrative functions and plays a key role in shaping organisational culture and engagement. By aligning HR practices with organisational goals (Damci, 2024), strategic HRM helps to embed values, norms and behaviours that influence how work is carried out and how employees interact with each other and with customers. Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs and behaviours that shape how work is carried out (Chalmers and Brannan, 2025).
Research by Mullins and Dossor (2013) shows that strong, positive workplace cultures improve employee commitment and performance. For generation Z, culture is especially important, as this group tends to value authenticity, inclusion, sustainability and social responsibility in employers. HR therefore acts as a culture builder by embedding these relevant values into policies, leadership behaviours, recruitment strategies and daily practices.
Psychological theory supports the importance of HR in engagement. Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs suggests that employees must have basic needs met, such as pay and safety, before higher-level needs like belonging and self-fulfilment can be achieved (Mcleoud, 2025). While it is frequently referenced in human behaviour and organisational studies, the hierarchy has been criticised for its lack of scientific evidence, and its oversimplification of human motivation, and its bias toward Western, individualistic cultural values (Neher, 1991). Despite these critiques, the model is still useful in HR contexts for understanding the need to provide a balance of fundamental and growth-oriented resources to support engagement.
Herzberg’s Two factor theory suggests that job satisfaction is determined by two distinguishing factors: hygiene (pay, working conditions, etc) and motivators (recognition, achievement, promotion etc), (Herzberg, Mausner and Snyderman, 1959). Research suggests motivators are more strongly linked to engagement than hygiene factors alone. This indicates that HR must focus on recognition, growth, and development rather than simply pay (Bassett‐Jones and Lloyd, 2005). However, some critics argue that HR in hospitality often remains reactive and compliance focused, limiting its strategic impact. If HR only responds to problems rather than planning long-term engagement strategies, high turnover is likely to continue within the industry, especially when considering Generation Z’s need for progressive practices. Therefore, HR must be proactive and integrated across the full employee lifecycle (Gannon, Roper and Doherty, 2015).
Generation Z has grown up with digital technology and constant internet access, leading to many researchers to describe them as ‘digital natives’ (Brown, 2023). They are comfortable navigating mobile technology and due to this, expect fast communication. In recruitment and workplace, digital efficiency is therefore important for engagement (Yaméogo et al., 2023). Schroth, (2019) suggests Generation Z values diversity, inclusion and social justice more strongly than previous generations. They are more likely to choose employers who demonstrate ethical and sustainable practices. In the UK hospitality sector, sustainability initiatives such as reducing food waste or ethical sourcing may increase organisational attractive to Generation Z employees (Deloitte, 2023).
Economically, generation Z entered adulthood during financial uncertainty, including the aftermath of the global financial crisis and Brexit. Research suggests this has created a desire among young adults for employers who guarantee financial stability alongside flexibility and supportive workplace policies (PWC, 2022). They often value work-life balance and mental health support above other incentives.
Self-determination theory argues that autonomy, competence and relatedness are key drivers of intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Generation Z appears to respond positively to workplaces that provide independence, skill development and strong team relationships. However, it is important to avoid overgeneralising. Not all individuals fit generational stereotypes, and engagement strategies should also consider personality and individual differences, some scholars argue that generational differences are often exaggerated and influences by life stage rather than true generational traits (Costanza et al., 2012). This highlights the need for evidence-based HR strategies rather than assumptions.
Organisational structure shapes communication, authority and employee autonomy. There are four main types: hierarchical, flat, matrix and divisional. Hierarchical structures have clear chains of command and defined authority levels. They provide clarity and accountability but may reduce autonomy. Flat structures reduce management layers, encourage collaboration and faster communication. Matrix structures involve dual reporting relationships, while divisional structures group employees by product or location (Mintzberg, 1993).
Nando's UK operates multiple locations and therefore requires some hierarchical control to maintain brand consistency (Nando’s Careers, 2026). However, it also promotes a team-based culture and internal progression, suggesting elements of a flatter approach within individual restaurants. For a medium to large organisation like Nando’s, a balanced structure combining clear leadership with team empowerment may be most effective for encouraging Generation Z.
Holocracy, a system without traditional managers, promotes self-management. While this may appeal to generation Z’s preference for independence and autonomy, critics argue that it can create confusion and reduce accountability in fast-paced service environments (Robertson, 2015). In restaurants, where food safety and time management are critical, complete holocracy may not be practical. Organisational size also has an impact on its managerial structure (Bernstein et al., 2016). Small independent restaurants may have informal cultures but limited career progression. Larger chains like Nando’s offer structured development but risk becoming bureaucratic. HR must balance structure with flexibility to maintain engagement from generation Z.
External factors affect HR strategy and engagement. Politically, changes in UK immigration policy following Brexit have reduced access to EU labour. This increases reliance on domestic workers, including generation Z, making engagement strategies more important. Economically, rising labour costs, including recruitment and training expenses. Research suggests engagement reduces turnover, making it economically beneficial (Saks, 2006). Socially, UK attitudes towards work-life balance and mental health are changing. Younger workers increasingly expect flexible scheduling and supportive environments (Twenge et al., 2010).
Technologically, digital ordering systems and scheduling software are becoming common in restaurants. When implemented effectively, technology can reduce workload stress and improve efficiency. However, poor implementation may increase frustration. In terms of the environmental aspect, sustainability is a growing concern in the UK, among generation Z, especially. Organisations demonstrating environmental responsibility may attract socially conscious employees. Legally, the UK employment law requires compliance with health and safety, equality and minimum wage regulations. Fair and lawful treatment contributes to perceptions of organisational justice, which research links to engagement.
Employer branding plays a significant role in attracting generation Z employees, as younger job seekers often evaluate organisations based on their public image, social media presence and organisational values (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). Social media presence, visible values and development opportunities influence employer choice. Nando's promotes internal progression and team culture in recruitment materials, which may align with generation Z’s desire for growth. Efficient, transparent and mobile-friendly recruitment processes are important for digital-native applicants (Chapman et al., 2005). Research shows that poor recruitment experiences can reduce organisational attractiveness. Structured interviews assessing values fit may improve engagement from the beginning. 
According to research by Bauer, (2010), effective onboarding improves early commitment and reduces turnover. Psychological contract theory suggests that unmet expectations during early employment reduce engagement (Hansen, Rousseau and Tomprou, 2015). Structured training programs and mentorship initiatives support competence and belonging. Generation Z place a strong emphasis on career progression, skill development, and continuous learning, seeking opportunities to acquire new competencies and advance within the organisation (Shinde and Surve, 2025). Continuous training programs and clear promotion pathways increase motivation and reinforce commitment, while frequent feedback, rather than annual reviews, aligns with their preference for timely, transparent communication and ongoing recognition (Eberhardt, 2017). Organisations that adopt these practices are more likely to engage generation Z employees and reduce turnover, particularly in fast paced, service-oriented sectors like hospitality.
Recognition programmes, wellbeing support and flexible scheduling contribute to employee retention by enhancing motivation and satisfaction. According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, engagement increases when job resources outweigh job demands, meaning that employees are more likely to remain committed and perform effectively when they receive sufficient support, feedback and opportunities for growth (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). In hospitality, where job demands are high, increasing resources such as supervisor support and autonomy is critical for sustaining employee engagement and reducing burnout (Karatpe and Olugbade, 2016). Exit interviews provide valuable data for improving engagement strategies. Respectful offboarding maintains employer reputation and may encourage positive word-of-mouth (Mirza, 2021).
Kahn's (1990) personal engagement theory suggests employees engage when they experience meaningfulness, psychological safety and availability. In practice, Nando's could enhance meaningfulness by linking individual roles to customer experience and team success. Psychological safety can be promoted through inclusive leadership training, as leaders who demonstrate openness, support and respect encourage employees to speak up and participate without fear of negative consequences (Hirak et al., 2012). Availability requires manageable workloads and wellbeing initiatives. The JD-R model further supports increasing job resources such as feedback, development and peer-support. Implementing structured mentoring, flexible scheduling and recognition systems could strengthen engagement in practice (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).
Generation Z is reshaping the UK restaurant workforce. Their expectations for development, autonomy, inclusion and technological integration require strategic HR responses. Human resource management plays a central role in embedding engagement throughout the employee lifecycle, from attraction to separation. Psychological theory and engagement models such as Kahn’s framework and the JD-R model provide practical guidance for implementation. Using Nando’s as an example demonstrates how a balanced organisational structure, strong culture and strategic HR practices can enhance engagement. Ultimately, effective engagement reduces turnover, improves service quality and strengthens organisational performance in the competitive UK hospitality industry.
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