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Within the restaurant industry, establishments operate in a highly competitive and labour-intensive environment, which is characterised by high employee turnover, operational pressure, as well as fluctuating consumer demands (Kik, 2019). In recent years Generation Z, commonly defined as individuals born between 1997 to 2012, has become increasingly significant proportion within the hospitality workforce (Science Direct, 2024). This generational shift has prompted organisations to reconsider traditional management practices, particularly in relation to employee engagement. Whilst some debates exist regarding the extent to which generational differences are overstated, it is evident that contemporary employees often expect distinct expectations concerning flexibility, communication, development opportunities, and organisational values, supported by (Stafford, 2025). For restaurants engaging with Generation Z employees is not merely a human resource initiative but a strategic necessity that directly influences service quality, brand reputation, and financial performance (Seyfi, Vo-Thanh and Zaman, 2024). this essay examines how restaurants can engage Generation Z throughout the employee lifecycle by analysing the role of the human resources function, evaluating generational characteristics, assessing engagement strategies, applying motivational theory, and supporting discussions with examples from the hospitality industry.

[bookmark: _Int_VYIGguzb]To explain the roles of human resource functions, within an employee's engagement, Employee engagement refers to the emotional, cognitive, and a behavioural commitment employee demonstrates towards their organisation (Shweta, 2025). Within the restaurant industry, employee engagement is significant, this is due to high turnover rates, and the direct impacts employees have on the customers overall experience (Sudiarta, Sekarti and Sunarsa, 2025). The human resource (HR) function plays a crucial role in regard to shaping engagement through recruitment processes, performance management, rewards structures, as well as organisational culture initiatives this is supported by (Sonar and Pandey, 2023). Rather than acting Soley on an administrative department, HR must strategically align people management and motivation. However, HR influence in restaurants is often constrained by structural realities (Cloud, 2023). Many independent establishments lack dedicated HR departments, to which suggest engagements fall on the managers who may not possess formal people management training. This creates a potential gap between HR strategies as well as daily management practices (Solo, 2025). Furthermore, during peak operational periods, efficiency may be prioritised over employee development initiatives, reinforcing short termism within management decision making. Whilst human resources (HR) provide formal structures intended to enhance engagement, sustainable outcomes depend on whether organisation leaders are willing to invest in people practices even when financial and operational pressures intensify (Elias, Sanders and Hu, 2023). 

Generation Z employees are frequently characterised through the means of being digitally fluent, socially aware, and lastly strongly oriented towards their own personal development (Shanmugam, 2025). However, such portrayals should be treated with caution as gen z employees often relies on broad generalisations about an entire cohort. whilst it's argued that having grown up with constant technological access has shaped expectations for digital scheduling platforms and rapid communication tools within the workplace, these preferences may reflect broader technological changes affecting all generations rather than qualities which may be unique to generation Z employees (says, 2023). Similarly, claims that this cohort places strong emphasis on diversity, inclusion, and corporate social responsibility suggests a shift in employee values, yet it remains difficult to determine whether these priorities are generationally distinct or part of a wider societal trend.  the tendency to evaluate employers not only on financial compensation but also on ethical alignment may therefore represent evolving labour market expectations rather than a defining generational trait. In addition, generation Z employees are often portrayed as seeking continuous feedback and clear progression opportunities (Childress, 2025). Although this perspective suggests a proactive approach to personal growth, it may also reflect structural changes in modern careers, where unstable labour markets encourage workers to prioritise skill development and employability (Surugiu et al., 2025). Consequently, employment is increasingly viewed as a platform for learning rather than lifelong commitment to a single organisation (Beier et al., 2025). Nevertheless, generational theory itself warrants critical scrutiny. Apparent differences attribute to generation Z may instead reflect life stage dynamics that have historically characterised younger workers entering the labour market (Monte and Ligacion, 2025). Over reliance on generational labels therefore risks reinforce stereotypes and overlooking substantial individual variation, this is suported by (Hancock, 2023). For this reason, effective engagement strategies should avoid simplistic assumptions and instead balance awareness of possible generational trends with more personalised management approach. 
Restaurants commonly adapt to a wide range of engagement strategies, which according to (InStride, 2025) these strategies include recognition programmes – including bonuses or shoutouts for those who provides satisfactory service allowing employees to feel valued within the workplace. development pathway – offering a range of opportunities, and professional development programs, which supports generation Z employees' engagement (Gibson, 2023). Financial incentives - which may include flexible hours or paid leave, such as holiday hours for example, and lastly communication incentives. Although these approaches are wildly promoted mechanisms for improving employee commitment, their effectiveness purely depends on how consistently they are often implemented within demanding hospitality environments. Recognition practices are often viewed as a means of strengthening “intrinsic motivation” by acknowledging employee contributions and reinforcing a sense of belonging (CIPD, 2022). However intrinsic rewards alone are unlikely to compensate for inadequate pay or excessive workloads. In a sector which is frequently associated with demanding working conditions and relatively low wage, financial stability remains a fundamental factor, in regard to influencing employee satisfaction and retention.                                                                                          
[bookmark: _Int_WSt6o23l]Training and development programmes are also frequently highlighted as particularly relevant for generation Z employees, who are often assumed to prioritise employability as well as career progression (Government Skills, 2025). According to (Moore, 2023) more than a quarter of employees ages between 16 and 34, believe training and development is the most important factor when it comes to their engagement as an employee”, (give reasoning!!). Structured career pathways may therefore help reframe entry level hospitality roles as developmental opportunities rather than temporary positions (Krzak, 2025). Nevertheless, practical constraints must be acknowledged as financial and managerial resources may restrict smaller restaurants from implementing comprehensive training schemes (Habib et al., 2018). Engaged employees may demonstrate higher productivity, stronger teamwork, and improve customer service behaviour, which can enhance overall service quality (CIPD, 2025). Furthermore, by reducing turnover can also lower recruitment costs and contribute to greater operational stability (Polc, 2023). Although engagement incentives must address both structural and motivational factors, without fair scheduling practices and supportive management, engagement strategies risks remaining superficial and failing to address the underlying cause of employee dissatisfaction.

Employee engagement begins at the attraction stage, where employers' branding plays a significant role in shaping organisational reputation. Generation Z candidates increasingly rely on online sources which include social media, such as Tik Tok, Instagram, WhatsApp, and lastly YouTube (Elkatmış, 2024). Moreover, sources such as employer review platforms, when evaluating potential employers . Without a doubt, having a strong digital presence can enhance organisational appeals. There is a risk that overly curated or misleading portrayals of workplace culture may create unrealistic expectations (Popov, 2024). When the reality of restaurant work does not align with these representations, early dissatisfaction occurs.
Recruitment processes also influence the perceptions of organisational fairness and professionalism. Transparent communication, timely framed feedback, and lastly realistic job preview are often recommended to align generation Z employee's expectations with the realities of said job role (Team, 2025).  However, working within the restaurant sector, recruitment is frequently driven by urgent staffing needs, which may result in simplified or accelerated hiring processes. While such approaches address immediate labour as well as  shortages, they may also reduce the likelihood of selecting candidates whose expectations and capabilities align with the demands of the role. 
According to (Metehan Cem, 2024) Onboarding represents another critical stage in shaping early engagement. structured induction programmes, mentoring arrangements, and early performance feedback can help new employees develop a sense of belonging as well as competence within the organisation supported by (Institute Of Hospitality Academy , 2025) Nevertheless, operational pressure in restaurants often results in informal or rushed onboarding practices. In such cases, new employees may potentially receive limited guidance or support, potentially undermining confidence as well as increasing the risk of early turnover.
Sustaining engagement over time requires opportunities for development and progression.  with that being said, (Rumie, 2025) states that cross training and leadership development can enable employees to diversify their skills and assume greater responsibilities, which may enhance motivation and commitment. However, the relatively flat organisational structures typical of many restaurants can restrict formal promotion opportunities supported by (Deligiannis, 2026). Unfortunately, as a result, expanded responsibilities or skill diversification may be used as alternative pathways for development, although these approaches may not fully satisfy employees seeking clear career advancement. 
To conclude, retention strategies must balance operational efficiency with employee wellbeing. Practices such as predictable scheduling, open communication, and supportive management can contribute to improving work life balance and organisational commitment (Daryn, 2025). However, the demanding and often unpredictable nature of restaurant operations may limit the consistent implementation of these practices. Newsome (2024) supports that even when employees choose to leave, respectful separation processes and the use of exit interviews can help organisations protect their employer's reputation and identify underlying issues affecting engagement. 

Several practical strategies have been proposed to enhance employee engagement within restaurants, including the implementation of digital scheduling tools, regular one to one feedback meetings, mentoring systems, and cross functioning training opportunities (WhenNOT.com, 2025). Digital scheduling systems may improve transparency and allows employees greater visibility of their working hours (Uhde et al., 2020); however, their effectiveness ultimately depends on managerial commitment to fair and consistent scheduling practices. Similarity, regular feedback meetings and mentoring initiatives can support professional development and strengthen relationships between managers and staff, although their impact may be limited if time pressures prevent interactions. 
Providing shift leadership opportunities for junior employees is often suggested as a way to increase responsibility, confidence, and skill development (Catalano, 2025). While opportunities may contribute to employee motivation, they may also introduce additional pressures if responsibilities are expanded without corresponding support or recognition (NFP, 2025). Structured recognition programs, such as employee of the month initiatives or peer nominated awards, are frequently used to demonstrate appreciation. Nevertheless, research suggests that these initiatives can be perceived as superficial if they are not accompanied by genuine managerial support and fair working conditions (Jo and Shin, 2025).
Importantly, engagement strategies are unlikely to be effective if they are implemented as isolated initiatives rather than integrated into everyday management practices. Consistency and authenticity are therefore essential in maintaining organisational credibility (Sustainability Directory, 2025). Furthermore, smaller restaurant may face financial and operational constraints that limit their ability to introduce formal engagement programs (Fishbowl, 2025). In such context, informal approaches such as mentoring, open communication, and regular team briefing may offer more realistic alternatives, although their success still depends heavily on managerial commitment and workplace culture.
Herzberg’s two factor theory, developed and founded by Frederick Herzberg, distinguishes between hygiene factors that prevent dissatisfaction and motivators that promote satisfaction (Nickerson, 2025). In restaurants environments, hygiene factors may include fair wages, safe working environments/conditions as well as transparent organisation policies. Herzberg's argue that the absence of these working conditions inevitably leads to dissatisfaction regardless of additional incentives (Murphy, 2025). However, the rigid separation between hygiene factors and motivators has been widely questioned (Nickerson, 2025). In contemporary hospitality context characterised by low wages and high staff turnover, financial security and stable working conditions may function not only as significant sources of motivation (ANNEKE KUIJK, 2018). Furthermore, alternative frameworks such as self-determination theory emphasises phycological needs including anatomy, competence, and relatedness suggesting that motivation arises from more complex internal processes rather than Herzberg's binary model implies this is supported by (Kasai, 2026). While Herzberg's theory offers a useful managerial framework for distinguishing between basic employment conditions and developmental opportunities, its limited considerations of contextual and psychological factors reduced its explanatory power in dynamic service industries. although the model provides a practical guidance for structuring employee engagement strategies, it should be applied alongside broader motivational theories to more accurately capture the drivers of employee satisfaction within the restaurant setting. 

Large hospitality organisations illustrate structure engagement in practice (Stringam et al., 2020). McDonalds apprenticeships and development programs for example offer position entry roles as a long-term career opportunity which aligns with generation Z expectations for progression. Similarly, Hilton worldwide “thrive at Hilton” initiatives embed wellbeing and development within organisational culture (Hilton, 2023). However, such initiatives may reflect substantial corporate resources rather than universally transferable practices. Consequently, smaller restaurants may struggle to replicate these models (Chiconi, 2025). Nonetheless, scalable initiatives such as cross training, structured feedback and flexible scheduling can be adapted proportionately, indicating effectiveness depends more on strategic alignment that organisational size alone (Coviello et al., 2024).

After much research, Engaging generation Z employees across the employee lifecycle requires the strategic integration of HR practices, leadership capabilities, as well as organisational authenticity. While generational characteristics offer insights into the workforce expectations, they must be applied critically to avoid stereotyping. Engagement strategies should address both structural conditions and intrinsic motivation, including recruitment, onboarding, development, and retention. The application of the Herzberg two factor theory emphasises balancing foundational employment standards with opportunities for achievements and growth. Despite operational constraints within the restaurant industry, organisations that adapt to structured and more adaptable engagement strategies are more likely to attract, motivate as well as retain generation Z employee wellbeing and organisational performance.
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