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Executive Summary 

Generation Z, those born approximately between 1995 and 2012, is rapidly becoming 
one of the most consequential demographic cohorts in the European labour market. 
Already comprising nearly 27% of the OECD workforce and projected to make up 30% 
of the global workforce by 2030, their values and expectations are reshaping how or-
ganisations recruit, manage, and retain talent. 

This report synthesises findings from the LV4WW Gen Z Values and Expectations re-
search, the REGROW project BAHH (Berufliche Hochschule Hamburg) research brief, 
and a broad range of recent academic studies and major surveys, including Deloitte's 
2024 and 2025 Global Gen Z and Millennial Surveys, Randstad's 2025 Gen Z Work-
place Blueprint, an EDHEC pan-European study covering seven countries, and Oxford 
Brookes University's 2024 multi-generational workplace study, to present a compre-
hensive picture of who Generation Z is, what they want from work, and what companies 
across Europe must do to attract and retain them. 

Key findings are that Generation Z is not monolithic, but several consistent themes 
emerge across geographies and studies. They prioritise work-life balance above virtu-
ally everything else, and regard flexibility, in both time and location, as a baseline ex-
pectation, not a perk. They seek meaningful work and purpose-driven organisations, 
demand authentic and transparent leadership, expect continuous learning and career 
development opportunities, and treat mental health support as a non-negotiable con-
dition of employment. They are digital natives who nonetheless prefer face-to-face 
communication for meaningful interactions. 

For European companies, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
facing severe skilled-worker shortages, these insights are urgent. The report concludes 
with targeted recommendations organised around recruitment, management, culture, 
learning and development, and digital communication strategies. 
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Introduction and Context 

The question of how to attract, integrate, and retain the next generation of workers 

has become a defining challenge for organisations across Europe. For small and me-

dium-sized enterprises in particular, which constitute more than 99% of all busi-

nesses in the EU and employ two-thirds of the private sector workforce, the emer-

gence of Generation Z as a significant labour force represents both an opportunity 

and an imperative. 

This challenge predates the COVID-19 pandemic but has been dramatically acceler-

ated by it. The pandemic disrupted traditional work arrangements, accelerated digiti-

sation, intensified a mental health crisis among young people, and reshuffled the em-

ployer-employee relationship in ways that disproportionately affected younger work-

ers. At the same time, it gave Gen Z workers, many of whom entered the workforce 

during or immediately after lockdowns, a heightened appreciation for autonomy, flexi-

bility, and work that aligns with their values. 

Within the REGROW project, one central question drives this analysis: what human 

resource management requirements will SMEs face in terms of recruiting and retain-

ing suitable trainees and skilled workers from Generation Z? The answer requires un-

derstanding not just what Gen Z wants from an employer, but why they want it, the 

values, experiences, and formative events that shape their worldview, and what the 

practical implications are for European organisations of all sizes. 

This report draws on multiple streams of evidence: the LV4WW Gen Z Values and 

Expectations research brief (Majczyk & Starnawska), the REGROW/BAHH digitisa-

tion concept paper, and an extensive synthesis of academic and practitioner research 

published predominantly between 2019 and 2025, with particular attention to studies 

conducted in or directly relevant to European labour markets. 
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Who is Generation Z? Definition and Demographics 

Generation Z is generally defined as those born between approximately 1995 and 2012 

(some sources use 1997-2012). As of 2026, this generation ranges in age from roughly 

14 to 31 years old. They are, by definition, the first generation to have grown up entirely 

in the digital era, with smartphones, social media, and ubiquitous internet access as 

ordinary features of childhood and adolescence. 

Scale and Labour Market Presence 
Generation Z represents approximately 32% of the global population, more than two 

billion people. In OECD countries, they are expected to make up 27% of the workforce 

by 2026. The Deloitte 2025 Global Gen Z and Millennial Survey projected that by 2030, 

Gen Z and Millennials combined will comprise 74% of the global workplace. 

In Europe specifically, the picture is shaped by demographic context. European popu-

lations are ageing rapidly: the overall working population is projected to be 25% smaller 

in two decades. Within this shrinking pool, the youngest labour force cohort, individuals 

aged 15-24, currently represents only 9% of the European workforce. This makes Gen-

eration Z a particularly scarce and strategically valuable talent pool. 

32% 

of global population is Gen Z 

9% 

of European workforce currently aged 15–24 

27% 

of OECD workforce by 2026 

25% 

projected shrinkage of European working popula-

tion in 20 years 

74% 

Gen Z + Millennials in global workforce by 2030 

1.1 yrs 

Gen Z average job tenure in first 5 years (Rand-

stad 2025) 

 

Formative Experiences 
Understanding Gen Z requires appreciating the historical and social conditions that 

shaped them. Key formative experiences include: the ubiquity of digital technology 

from birth; direct experience of the 2008 global financial crisis's effects on their families; 

the COVID-19 pandemic during their critical educational and early career years; accel-

erating climate change anxiety; rising housing costs and financial precarity across Eu-

ropean cities; and constant exposure to global crises, social justice movements, and 

political volatility through social media. 
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These experiences have produced a generation that combines pragmatism with ideal-

ism, digital fluency with a hunger for genuine human connection, and high ambition 

with a realistic, even sceptical, view of traditional career paths. As one Oxford Brookes 

University study concluded, their expectations are not about entitlement: they are ra-

tional responses to the world they have inherited. 

  



Old labour virtues for shaping the working 

world of tomorrow  (LV4WW)  
 

6 
 

Core Values of Generation Z 

Multiple studies converge on a set of core values that distinguish Generation Z from 

preceding generations. While individual differences exist, and researchers caution 

against treating any generation as a monolith, the following themes emerge with par-

ticular consistency across European and global research. 

Authenticity 
Generation Z places a high premium on authenticity, in brands, in employers, and in 

leaders. They distrust polished marketing language and empty corporate slogans. 

When choosing an employer, recommendations from personal networks and genuine 

social media presence are valued far above employer branding campaigns. Recruiters 

are advised to avoid posting generic employer branding phrases on poorly maintained 

company social media accounts: Gen Z expects highly personal, person-to-person di-

alogue. 

Ethical Orientation and Purpose 
Deloitte's 2024 survey found that 86% of Gen Z respondents believe purpose is key to 

workplace satisfaction and well-being. Half (50%) had rejected assignments based on 

personal ethics or beliefs, and 44% had rejected employers outright for reasons includ-

ing negative environmental impact, non-inclusive practices, or lack of mental health 

support. This is a generation that views its work as an extension of its values. Scale 

and Labour Market Presence. 

Honesty and Transparency 
Across studies from Poland, Romania, Sweden, Finland, Germany, Croatia, and the 

United States, Gen Z consistently identifies honesty as the most important quality for 

leadership. In the Gen Y vs Gen Z Workplace Expectations Study (Schawbel, 2014), 

52% of Gen Z stated honesty is the most important leadership quality. The demand for 

transparency extends to organisational communication, feedback, promotion criteria, 

and company goals. 

Community, Belonging, and Diversity 
Gen Z has been described as the most ethnically diverse generation in history. They 

value workplaces that reflect this diversity and actively promote inclusivity and social 

justice. Research consistently identifies the desire to 'be seen and needed' as a key 

motivational factor, not merely in terms of task recognition but as a fundamental need 

for psychological belonging.  

Realistic Pragmatism 
Unlike the idealistic optimism sometimes associated with Millennials, Gen Z tends to-

ward pragmatic realism about work. They are more entrepreneurial, 17% want to start 

a business compared to 11% of Gen Y, but they are also more likely to separate their 

professional identity from their personal identity. They understand the possibility of ca-

reer disruption, proactively integrate volatility into their career planning, and are less 
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motivated by money alone (only 28% of Gen Z, vs 42% of Gen Y, say money motivates 

them to work harder). 
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Work-Life Balance and Flexibility 
Work-life balance (WLB) is, across nearly every major study, the single most consist-

ently cited priority for Generation Z. McKinsey data show that 77% of Gen Z prioritise 

work-life balance. For many, it is described not as a benefit or perk, but as a funda-

mental requirement when evaluating career opportunities. 

What Work-Life Balance Means to Gen Z 
Research conducted with Polish secondary school students (Ratajczak, 2020) de-

scribes Gen Z's ideal of WLB as the 'seamless integration of all daily activities', com-

pleting work tasks while retaining the freedom to engage in personal activities such as 

visiting a gym or attending the cinema within the same day. This is distinct from the 

strict professional-personal separation often associated with older generations. 

At the same time, a study of Romanian Gen Z workers (Racolța-Paina & Lazar, 2024) 

found a strong desire for a clear separation of working life from personal life, with over 

40% saying WLB is more important than material satisfaction. This apparent tension 

resolves when understood in context: Gen Z wants the flexibility to integrate work and 

life on their own terms, but they do not want work to invade personal time on the em-

ployer's terms. 

Flexibility in Time and Location 
The specific mechanisms through which Gen Z seeks WLB centre on flexibility. Flex-

time, the ability to structure one's working day independently, and flexplace, most com-

monly home office or hybrid arrangements, are consistently identified as essential. Re-

search involving Austrian Gen Z workers (Zechel & Biscaro, 2022) identifies both as 

key pillars of WLB, with flexplace specifically valued for eliminating commuting time, 

enabling better sleep, and facilitating personal responsibilities. 

A pan-European EDHEC Business School study of 9,332 young adults across France, 

Germany, the UK, Belgium, Spain, Italy and Luxembourg found that the traditional 9-

to-5 job model is effectively 'dead' for this generation. The desire for schedule auton-

omy, including freedom for errands, gym time, and other personal activities during 

working hours, is widespread. Notably, the findings of Swedish focus groups (Orrheim, 

2018) emphasised that most Gen Z participants also value some structure; the goal is 

not total absence of routine, but autonomy over the shape of that routine. 

Key WLB Research Findings 

• 77% of Gen Z prioritise work-life balance (McKinsey) 

• Over 40% of Romanian Gen Z rate WLB as more important than material 

satisfaction (Racolța-Paina & Lazar, 2024) 
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• Gen Z places stronger emphasis on WLB compared to Gen Y (Ragin-

Skorecka & Falfer, 2024) 

• Burnout and lack of WLB are among the top reasons Gen Z leaves jobs 

(Sahlstedt, 2024) 

• More than half of respondents believe employers should provide flexible 

work schedules and autonomy in task management 

Implications for Employers 
Burnout and lack of WLB are among the most frequently cited reasons younger em-

ployees leave their jobs (Sahlstedt, 2024). Spanish HR directors from family busi-

nesses report that implementing flexible schedules, intensive Friday shifts, and results-

based autonomy have measurably increased employee commitment and reduced turn-

over. For European SMEs accustomed to rigid working patterns, this represents a sig-

nificant but manageable adaptation. 
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Continuous Learning and Career Development 
If work-life balance is what Gen Z demands as a baseline, continuous learning and 

professional development is what motivates them to engage deeply and stay. A sys-

tematic review by Acheampong (2019) concluded that career development is a signif-

icant factor in both attracting and retaining Gen Z workers. Deloitte's 2024 survey 

ranked 'learning and development opportunities' as one of the top three factors Gen Z 

considers when choosing an employer. 

The Primacy of Growth Over Money 
Multiple studies across different European countries suggest that, for many Gen Z 

workers, professional development can be valued even above salary. A cross-national 

study of 1,188 students in China, Thailand, Germany, and the Netherlands found that 

intrinsic work values, which prominently include learning, were rated most important. 

Swedish Gen Z respondents in qualitative interviews identified development and ca-

reer opportunities as among the most valued employer attributes (Emanuelsson & 

Turesson, 2023). 

This does not mean Gen Z is indifferent to pay. Deloitte's comprehensive 2025 survey 

found that while cognitive growth values were rated highly, they ranked second to in-

strumental values such as compensation and work-life balance. Approximately 74% 

would leave a job due to insufficient salary. The picture is one of a generation that 

demands competitive pay as a threshold, and then looks beyond it to growth and pur-

pose. 

Mentorship, Coaching, and Feedback 
Generation Z actively seeks mentorship and coaching relationships with their manag-

ers, not merely task supervision. Research from Romania (Trifan & Pantea, 2024) high-

lights that Gen Z employees consider it essential to receive guidance, recognition, con-

structive feedback, and career development opportunities. A key expectation is that 

superiors be understanding of their needs and genuinely invested in their development. 

Unlike previous generations accustomed to annual performance reviews, Gen Z pre-

fers continuous, informal feedback. Swedish Gen Z respondents (Orrheim, 2018) indi-

cated they welcome feedback on a daily or weekly basis. A Finnish study of Gen Z 

employees in marketing agencies (Uotila, 2024) found that leaders must adopt a 

'coaching leadership' style to effectively support this generation's development needs. 

Feedback delivered within a trusted, caring relationship is significantly more effective.  

Digital and AI-Driven Learning 
As digital natives, Gen Z's learning preferences align with modern technological plat-

forms. A Slovenian study of Gen Z students (Zolak Poljašević et al., 2024) found posi-

tive attitudes towards e-learning and AI-based educational systems, which they see as 

effective tools for acquiring new competencies and addressing identified skill gaps. 

Randstad's 2025 research found that 75% of Gen Z are using AI to upskill, a higher 

rate than any other generation. 
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Deloitte's 2025 survey noted that many Gen Z workers are planning to participate in 

Generative AI training to reskill for a changing work landscape. For employers, this 

means that investment in modern, technologically driven training systems is not only 

welcomed but expected by Gen Z. Organisations that offer only traditional classroom-

based training risk being perceived as out of touch. 

Career Advancement and Clarity 
Clear and transparent career advancement opportunities function as a powerful moti-

vator and a critical retention factor. Gen Z's ambition is a recurring theme: 70% of re-

cent graduates expect to be promoted within the first 18 months of employment. What 

drives this is not entitlement but a deep-seated need to see a visible, credible path 

forward. Croatian research (Pekica, 2020) found that a lack of transparency around 

promotion criteria is a leading cause of dissatisfaction and turnover. 

 

Learning & Development: What Gen Z Expects 

• Clear, visible career paths with regular milestones and transparent pro-

motion criteria 

• Managers who act as coaches and mentors, not just supervisors or eval-

uators 

• Frequent, constructive, and personalised feedback, not annual reviews 

alone 

• Access to modern, technology-driven learning tools including AI and e-

learning platforms 

• Opportunities to reverse-mentor senior staff in areas like technology and 

social media 

• Recognition and acknowledgement of achievements as a core develop-

ment tool 
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Organisational Culture and Leadership 
Beyond compensation and benefits, organisational culture is one of the most signifi-

cant determinants of Gen Z's workplace choices. Research consistently identifies a 

positive, friendly working atmosphere as the most important single criterion in work-

place selection for Polish Gen Z respondents (Ragin-Skorecka & Falfer, 2024). For this 

generation, the workplace is not merely a place to perform tasks, it is a community 

where they must feel psychologically safe. 

Organisational Climate and Psychological Safety 
Gen Z's desire for a friendly and relaxed workplace atmosphere reflects a significant 

departure from traditional corporate hierarchies. A friendly working environment is ex-

plicitly identified as a motivating factor in multiple European studies (Kawka & Borovac, 

2023; Robertson, 2023; Uotila, 2024). This encompasses not only pleasant interper-

sonal relationships but also a sense of being seen, needed, and recognised for indi-

vidual contributions, what Orrheim (2018) describes as 'feeling stimulated' by one's 

environment. 

A work environment that is not stimulating or lacks variety can be a driver of departure 

for Gen Z. Research indicates that investing in mentorship and providing tailored sup-

port empowers young employees, helps them navigate their professional journeys, and 

builds a sense of belonging. Employers that promote diversity, collaborative work, and 

clear communication are viewed as more attractive. 

Open and Transparent Communication 
The demand for open and transparent communication is among the defining charac-

teristics of Gen Z's workplace expectations. Having grown up with unprecedented ac-

cess to information, they value honesty and directness from employers and leaders. 

They seek to understand not only their individual roles but the broader purpose and 

direction of their work. 

German research (Cowlrick, 2020) specifies that honesty and open communication, 

including admitting to mistakes and communicating them openly, are among the spe-

cific approaches leaders can use to respond to Gen Z's needs. Research from Croatia 

(Pekica, 2020) found that a lack of open communication around company goals, feed-

back, and promotion directly causes dissatisfaction and increases turnover. 

Generation Z expects seamless and frequent communication, not only with their im-

mediate supervisors but across the organisation. This constant flow of information and 

feedback is seen as essential for feeling accepted, included, and able to develop per-

sonally and professionally. 

 

Leadership Style: Authentic, Ethical, Empathetic 
Authentic leadership, characterised by self-awareness, transparency, and a genuine 

moral perspective, has emerged as a fundamental requirement for Gen Z. A study by 

Korombel & Ławińska (2023) of Polish and British Gen Z students found that the most 



Old labour virtues for shaping the working 

world of tomorrow  (LV4WW)  
 

13 
 

desired supervisor characteristics are honesty, creativity, communication skills, and 

broad general knowledge. Crucially, Gen Z members highly value managers who are 

ethical. 

The traits Gen Z identifies as ideal in a leader map directly onto the core tenets of 

authentic leadership: genuine and honest relationships, ethics and internalized moral 

values, consistency and fairness (balanced processing), treating employees as part-

ners (relational transparency), and loyalty towards employees. Supervisors' ability to 

build a positive relationship with employees is rated as a key competency. 

Finnish research (Uotila, 2024) adds that Gen Z places a high value on emotional in-

telligence and mental health support from leaders. This extends to the ability to inspire 

trust through a genuine, rather than performed, approach to management. Authentic 

leaders who demonstrate self-awareness are better positioned to handle Gen Z's con-

cerns around wellbeing and development. 

Communication Preferences, A Nuanced Picture 
Despite being digital natives, Generation Z consistently demonstrates a preference for 

face-to-face communication for meaningful professional interactions. The Gen Y vs 

Gen Z Workplace Expectations study found that 51% of Gen Z prefer in-person com-

munication with managers, compared to only 16% who prefer email and 11% instant 

messaging. Notably, only 13% of Gen Z believe technology actually enhances personal 

relationships with co-workers. 

This does not mean Gen Z rejects digital communication, it means they are selective 

about when they use it. For day-to-day task coordination, digital tools are preferred and 

expected. For meaningful conversations about development, feedback, and purpose, 

in-person engagement is the clear preference. Companies that conflate Gen Z's digital 

fluency with a desire for exclusively digital workplace communication will miss a signif-

icant opportunity for genuine connection. 

Leadership Qualities Most Valued by Gen Z 

• Honesty (52% cite as most important leadership quality, Schawbel, 2014) 

• Clear vision and strategic direction (Gen Z: 34%) 

• Strong communication skills (Gen Z: 32%) 

• Ethical behaviour and moral consistency 

• Emotional intelligence and empathy 

• Treating employees as partners rather than subordinates 

• Ability to coach, mentor, and develop team members 
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Mental Health and Well-Being 
Mental health has emerged as a defining issue for Generation Z in the workplace, and 

one that carries concrete business implications. Research consistently finds that Gen 

Z experiences higher rates of burnout, anxiety, and mental health challenges than older 

generations, shaped by their upbringing during periods of global instability, the COVID-

19 pandemic, social media pressures, and financial precarity. 

Scale of the Challenge 
LIMRA's 2024 BEAT study found that 91% of Gen Z workers report experiencing men-

tal health challenges at least occasionally. Deloitte's 2025 survey found that 40% of 

Gen Z feel stressed or anxious all or most of the time. An Oxford Brookes University 

study (Smith & Nichols, 2024) found that burnout and anxiety are significantly more 

prevalent in Gen Z compared to other generations, linked to their upbringing in a world 

where emphasis was placed on participation over resilience, compounded by the 

stress of entering the workforce during the COVID-19 era. 

The financial dimension intensifies these pressures. In major European cities, Madrid, 

Paris, Amsterdam, Berlin, rent now consumes 40–60% of Gen Z's typical income, up 

dramatically from the 20–25% that was normative for earlier generations at equivalent 

life stages. Financial insecurity compounds mental health challenges and explains why 

a significant share would rather be unemployed than remain in a 'soul-draining job'. 

Mental Health as a Workplace Expectation 
For Gen Z, mental health support is not a perk, it is an expectation. SHRM research 

found that 61% of Gen Z workers would strongly consider leaving their current job if 

offered one with significantly better mental health benefits. Monster's 2024 State of the 

Graduate Report found that 92% of recent graduates want to be able to discuss mental 

wellness at work. 

Polish HR research notes that modern companies are increasingly offering psycholog-

ical, therapeutic, and coaching support in the workplace, and that HR policies are 

evolving to include support for goal-setting, identity crises, and personal challenges, 

all areas of particular importance to Gen Z (Piecuch-Jodłowiec, 2024). Companies that 

integrate mental health into their core practices, not just as a sidebar benefit, will gain 

significant competitive advantage in attracting and retaining this generation. 

Barriers to Support 
Despite high awareness of mental health resources, uptake is low when those re-

sources are hard to find, lack anonymity, or carry a perceived career risk. McKinsey's 

2024 data found that fewer than 40% of Gen Z find company wellness support usable 

or trustworthy. Romanian HR professionals confirmed the gap: even companies with 

attractive benefits see low uptake when support is not easily accessible and free of 

social stigma. This suggests organisations need to actively promote resources, reduce 
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procedural friction, and openly model support-seeking behaviour at the leadership 

level.  
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Digital Fluency and Technology in the Workplace 
Generation Z is the first generation to grow up entirely within the digital era. According 

to GWI, 98% of Gen Z own a smartphone. Their relationship with technology is not 

defined by adoption or adaptation, it is constitutive of their identity, their social relation-

ships, and their mode of interacting with the world. 

Digital Natives, But Not Uncritical 
Research consistently notes a nuanced picture of Gen Z's relationship with technology. 

They are described as technologically sophisticated (Institute for Emerging Issues, 

2012), with technology as a vital part of their lives. However, studies also identify limi-

tations: technology can function as a distraction (37% of Gen Z ranked instant mes-

saging as the biggest work distraction, followed by Facebook at 33%), and some re-

searchers note that Gen Z's technology competence does not automatically translate 

into the ability to analyse situations, apply critical thinking, and make independent de-

cisions (Coombs, 2013). 

For employers, this distinction is important. Gen Z can navigate digital platforms with 

exceptional fluency, but they may benefit from support in higher-order analytical and 

decision-making skills that go beyond digital proficiency. This is a development oppor-

tunity, not a deficiency. 

Technology Expectations at Work 
Generation Z expects tech tools at work to match the ease of use and intuitiveness of 

the social media apps and consumer platforms they use daily. Slow, outdated, or frag-

mented enterprise systems create friction and signal organisational dysfunction to a 

generation accustomed to seamless digital experiences. A World Economic Forum 

analysis notes that Gen Z's experiences outside the workplace are 'spilling into shifting 

workplace demands', particularly around technology usability. 

AI and Upskilling 
Gen Z is the generation most actively using AI in the workplace. Randstad's 2025 re-

search found 75% are using AI to upskill, while 55% use AI to problem-solve at work, 

higher than any other generation. The rise of Generative AI has been met with both 

interest and anxiety: 34% of European Gen Z respondents in the EDHEC study ex-

press concern about the impact of AI on their future jobs. Employers who provide for-

mal AI training and clear communication about how AI will be integrated into roles will 

be better positioned to manage this anxiety while capitalising on Gen Z's technological 

appetite. 

Digital Communication and Recruiting 
In the context of recruitment, Gen Z's digital fluency has direct implications. They ex-

pect relevant, authentic information via digital media, and they are highly skilled at 

detecting inauthenticity. Recruiters are advised not to rely on generic employer brand-

ing on poorly maintained corporate social media accounts. Gen Z expects highly per-

sonal, person-to-person dialogue, even when that dialogue occurs through digital 
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channels. Companies that approach social media awkwardly should expect to lose out 

on this talent pool. 
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Meaningful Work, Purpose, and Sustainability 
A near-universal finding across Gen Z research is the desire for work that matters, work 

that connects individual effort to a larger purpose. Deloitte's 2024 survey found that 

86% of Gen Z respondents believe purpose is key to workplace satisfaction and well-

being. This is not a peripheral preference: purpose shapes employment decisions, as-

signment acceptance, and loyalty. 

Purpose-Driven Employment Decisions 
Half of Gen Z respondents in Deloitte's 2024 survey reported having turned down as-

signments that conflicted with their personal ethics or beliefs. Approximately 44% had 

rejected an employer outright for similar reasons. Reasons include negative environ-

mental impact, non-inclusive practices, lack of mental health support, and perceived 

misalignment between stated values and actual behaviour. 

For companies in Europe, where regulatory frameworks around ESG (Environmental, 

Social, and Governance) reporting are strengthening, and where public awareness of 

sustainability issues is high, this generational expectation aligns with broader societal 

trends. Companies that embed purpose into their operations, not merely their market-

ing, will find Gen Z a more loyal and engaged workforce. 

Environmental Consciousness 
Over 60% of Gen Z in Deloitte's 2024 survey feel anxious about climate change, and 

many say environmental sustainability influences their employment and purchasing 

decisions. Kadence research found that 73% of Gen Z are willing to pay more for sus-

tainable products. Max Mihelich (2013) describes Gen Z as very conscious of environ-

mental issues and looming resource shortages, reflecting what the author character-

ises as a high sense of responsibility towards natural resources. 

For employers, this translates into a need to demonstrate genuine commitment to sus-

tainability, not performative greenwashing. Gen Z workers are adept at identifying the 

gap between stated values and actual practice, and will be unimpressed by sustaina-

bility messaging that is not backed by operational reality. 

Social Responsibility 
Beyond environmental issues, Gen Z is more likely than any previous generation to 

support corporate activism and to expect organisations to take positions on social is-

sues. They are also described as more tolerant and concerned with social equity. Em-

ployers that actively promote inclusivity and social justice are more successful in at-

tracting Gen Z talent, according to the Oxford Brookes 2024 study. This expectation 

extends to hiring practices, supply chain choices, and community engagement, not just 

internal HR policy. 
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Autonomy, Independence, and Entrepreneurial Spirit 
Generation Z is characterised by a strong entrepreneurial spirit and desire for auton-

omy. Studies consistently describe them as a 'Do It Yourself generation', self-directed, 

independent, and comfortable taking initiative. They are also described as somewhat 

individualistic, preferring to be heard and to contribute meaningfully regardless of their 

relative youth or seniority. 

Entrepreneurial Orientation 
The Gen Y vs Gen Z Workplace Expectations study found that 17% of Gen Z want to 

start a business and hire others, compared to 11% of Gen Y. This entrepreneurial ori-

entation does not necessarily mean Gen Z will leave employment to found companies, 

but it does mean they bring initiative, a bias toward ownership of their work, and an 

expectation of being trusted with real responsibility. 

Randstad's 2025 research found that among Gen Z workers employed full-time, 31% 

would prefer combining a full-time role with a secondary income stream or 'side hustle'. 

This is understood not as a sign of disengagement from the primary employer, but as 

a strategy to build experience, diversify income, and develop greater career security in 

an uncertain environment. 

Own Workspace and Clear Boundaries 
In contrast to Millennials, who tend to be more comfortable with open-plan hot-desking 

arrangements, research suggests Gen Z prefers its own, well-equipped workstation. 

They value clear task definitions and clear boundaries, between professional and per-

sonal life, and between individual roles and responsibilities. This extends to a prefer-

ence for clarity about what is expected of them, with ambiguity experienced as stressful 

rather than creative. 

Mobility and Leverage 
Generation Z is largely resistant to workplace pressure tactics such as internal com-

petition. Research notes that Gen Z workers carry a strong sense of their own market 

value: if workplace conditions do not meet their expectations, they are willing and able 

to seek employment elsewhere. Randstad's 2025 data confirm this: Gen Z's average 

job tenure of 1.1 years, significantly shorter than Millennials at 1.8 years and Gen X at 

2.8 years, reflects this willingness to move. High attrition rates are not a sign of disen-

gagement but of a generation actively seeking alignment between their values and 

their employment. 
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Generation Z in the European Context 
 

While the global research on Gen Z shows consistent themes, the European context 

adds specific dimensions of labour market pressure, regulatory environment, and na-

tional cultural variation that companies must consider. 

Labour Scarcity and the War for Gen Z Talent 
In Europe, the demographic and economic context makes Gen Z talent unusually 

scarce and therefore unusually valuable. An ageing population, shrinking working-age 

cohorts, and ongoing skilled-worker shortages mean that European employers are in 

many respects competing for Gen Z, not the reverse. The Conference Board analysis 

puts this directly: companies must understand and try to meet Gen Z's expectations 

while maintaining balance with other workforce segments. In Europe, the youngest 

cohort (15–24) represents only 9% of the workforce, making the failure to attract and 

retain them a concrete business risk. 

National Variations Across European Countries 
European research highlights important national and cultural variations in how Gen Z 

values manifest. Austrian Gen Z workers show an increasing preference for leisure 

over work over time, and place particular emphasis on physical well-being alongside 

professional goals. Finnish Gen Z highly values hybrid working models as a vehicle for 

WLB and stress reduction. Swedish Gen Z respondents emphasise autonomy and dis-

like feeling controlled or distrusted. Polish Gen Z shows notable gender differences, 

with women placing stronger emphasis on interpersonal relationships and WLB, while 

men focus more on flexibility and work standards. German research emphasises hon-

esty and open communication as specific, actionable leadership expectations. 

Economic Pressures and Housing 
Across major European cities, the housing affordability crisis has created economic 

conditions that compound Gen Z's financial anxiety and mental health challenges. Rent 

in cities such as Madrid, Barcelona, Paris, and Amsterdam has surged dramatically 

over the past decade, consuming an ever-greater proportion of Gen Z incomes. This 

financial precarity makes job security and fair compensation a fundamental baseline 

expectation, and heightens the value of employer benefits that have economic value, 

such as health provision, commuting support, and meal subsidies. 

The Challenge of SMEs 
Small and medium-sized enterprises face particular challenges in meeting Gen Z ex-

pectations. They may lack the brand recognition, structured HR departments, learning 

and development infrastructure, and benefit packages of large corporations. However, 

they also have inherent advantages: greater potential for genuine, person-to-person 

culture; more visible impact of individual contributions; greater flexibility and agility in 

adapting working arrangements; and often stronger community ties and authentic val-

ues alignment. 



Old labour virtues for shaping the working 

world of tomorrow  (LV4WW)  
 

21 
 

The REGROW project BAHH brief identifies several key questions SMEs should ask 

themselves: Are our job profiles suitable for Gen Z? Do we consider Gen Z's expecta-

tions in our recruiting activities? Do we have appropriate digital communication chan-

nels? Do our personnel selection procedures identify good applicants from Gen Z? 

These questions form a practical starting point for self-assessment. 
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Implications for Companies: Strategic Recommenda-
tions 
Drawing on the research synthesised in this report, the following strategic recommen-

dations are offered to European companies seeking to attract, engage, and retain Gen-

eration Z talent. These recommendations are organised across six areas. 

Recruitment Strategy 
• Shift from traditional employer branding to authentic digital storytelling. Gen Z is 

highly sensitive to inauthenticity. Use genuine employee voices, real workplace 

footage, and personal stories rather than polished marketing language. 

• Prioritise recommendations and peer networks. When choosing an employer, 

Gen Z values recommendations from personal networks over corporate reputa-

tion. Employee referral programmes and alumni networks are powerful recruit-

ment channels. 

• Ensure digital touchpoints are maintained and responsive. A poorly maintained 

company social media account will actively harm recruitment efforts with Gen Z.  

• Review job profiles for Gen Z compatibility. Assess whether current roles offer 

sufficient learning opportunity, flexibility, and meaningful work to attract Gen Z 

candidates. 

• Establish a dedicated, accessible point of contact for applicants. Gen Z values 

personal, direct communication throughout the recruitment process. 

Flexibility and Work Arrangements 
• Implement meaningful flexibility in both working hours (flextime) and location 

(flexplace/hybrid). These are not perks, they are baseline expectations. 

• Communicate flexibility policies clearly and consistently. Ambiguity around flexi-

bility rules is a significant source of stress for Gen Z workers. 

• Establish clear expectations around availability and after-hours communication. 

Gen Z values boundaries and will experience 'always on' expectations as a WLB 

violation. 

• Consider results-based rather than hours-based performance management. Ab-

solute flexibility tied to outcomes has been shown to increase commitment and 

reduce turnover intentions. 

Learning, Development, and Career Pathways 
• Create visible, clearly communicated career paths with defined milestones and 

transparent promotion criteria. 

• Develop mentorship and coaching programmes that pair Gen Z employees with 

experienced mentors. 
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• Implement continuous feedback mechanisms, at least weekly check-ins, rather 

than relying on annual reviews. 

• Invest in modern, technology-enabled learning platforms, including AI-driven and 

e-learning tools. 

• Explore reverse mentoring arrangements where Gen Z employees share tech-

nological and social media knowledge with senior staff. 

• Communicate learning and development opportunities explicitly in all recruitment 

materials, Deloitte data confirm this is a top-three decision factor. 

Culture, Leadership, and Communication 
• Train managers in coaching leadership, authentic management, and emotional 

intelligence, these are the leadership qualities Gen Z most values. 

• Foster a friendly, psychologically safe workplace atmosphere where all team 

members feel seen, valued, and recognised for their individual contributions. 

• Establish transparent communication practices at all organisational levels, in-

cluding openness about company goals, challenges, and decisions. 

• Promote diversity and inclusivity as visible, operational commitments rather than 

policy statements alone. 

• Do not assume Gen Z prefers digital communication for all interactions. Mean-

ingful conversations, about development, feedback, and purpose, should be held 

in person wherever possible. 

Mental Health and Well-Being 
• Embed mental health support within core organisational practice and culture, not 

as a peripheral benefit. 

• Ensure wellness resources are easily accessible, free of stigma, and clearly com-

municated. Complexity and perceived career risk will suppress uptake. 

• Train managers to recognise signs of burnout and respond supportively. Manager 

behaviour is a key determinant of Gen Z's mental health at work. 

• Consider designated mental health days, counselling access, and flexible leave 

policies as standard provisions. 

• Measure and reward managers based on team well-being alongside traditional 

performance metrics. 

Purpose, Sustainability, and Generational Management 
• Articulate a clear and authentic organisational purpose that goes beyond finan-

cial performance, and ensure it is reflected in day-to-day operations. 

• Develop a visible, measurable sustainability strategy, environmental and social, 

and communicate it consistently. 
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• Implement a generation management approach that explicitly acknowledges and 

addresses the different needs of Gen X, Millennial, and Gen Z employees within 

the same organisation. 

• Avoid a 'one size fits all' HR approach. The different values and expectations 

across generations require differentiated, yet fair, management strategies.  

• Regularly survey Gen Z employees and demonstrate responsiveness to their 

feedback, this builds the trust and inclusion that drives engagement and reten-

tion. 

 

 


