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Paid and unpaid graduate internships: prevalence, quality and 

motivations at six months after graduation 

Secondary analysis of the UK’s 2011-12 Destinations of Leavers from Higher 

Education survey reveals that many existing assumptions about graduate 

internships are questionable. This article proposes a reliable way of estimating 

the true extent of internships including those reported as ‘voluntary’ jobs: hidden 

internships. In doing so the article finds: 1) At six months after graduation, 

internships are a small feature of the UK graduate labour market, but significant 

in certain sectors; 2) Unpaid internships are much more prevalent than previously 

estimated, especially in these same sectors; and 3) Contrary to some public policy 

debate, unpaid internships appear, on balance, to be a residual option more likely 

to lead to underemployment and less favourable career development outcomes. 

Post-graduation internships appear less likely than pre-graduation work 

experiences to confer long-term employability advantages. 

Keywords: internships, employability, graduate labour market, transitions into 

employment. 

Introduction 

Internships have been the subject of considerable debate in higher education and public 

policy circles, as growing numbers of graduates emerge into competitive labour markets 

and transitions between education and employment become increasingly blurred and 

lengthy. As a further means to accumulate additional markers of employability to 

compete for ‘graduate-level’ jobs, the expansion of internships has been applauded or 

viewed with resignation as a necessary evil. Criticism of ‘abuses’ has focused on 

evidence that some interns are exploited, particularly those who work unpaid, yet it is 

simultaneously alleged that unpaid internships confer class advantages in accessing 

‘desirable’ sectors. 

Despite this, it is surprising how unsystematic much evidence about internships 

remains. Little quantitative evidence exists on the extent of the practice, the proportion 
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of unpaid internships, or the nature and relative quality of paid and unpaid internships. 

This paper undertakes secondary analysis of the 2011-12 Destinations of Leavers from 

Higher Education (DLHE) survey, the first wave to include ‘internships’ as a separate 

employment category, and asks: 

1. What is the incidence of internships in the UK graduate labour market? 

2. How prevalent are unpaid internships in relation to paid internship opportunities? 

3. What are the likely utilities of paid versus unpaid internships, in career development 

terms, to recent graduates? 

This study therefore focuses on graduate internships: employment experiences 

of finite duration, normally assumed to have a learning component to them, undertaken 

in the early stages following graduation. The delimitation is important, first, because 

there is no agreed definition of an internship, and no such employment status exists in 

UK law, despite the widespread advertising of opportunities as internships. Second, 

some research on ‘internships’ also subsumes work placements undertaken during the 

course of graduate study within the category (as noted by e.g. CIPD, 2010a; Oakleigh 

Consulting Ltd and CRAC, 2011). This conflation is unhelpful: there are good reasons 

for considering graduate internships as distinct. First, work placements carried out 

whilst studying are likely to be covered by the usual sources of student finance, are 

more likely to be supported by the student’s institution and to be more formal in nature 

(Lawton and Potter, 2010). Second, there are reasons to believe that work placements 

may have different consequences for employability. Purcell et al. (2012) found that 

unpaid work experience carried out before graduation increased chances of having a 

graduate level job 18-30 months after graduation, whereas unpaid work experience after 

graduation decreased chances of having a graduate level job. Research with employers 

has suggested that some may be using university work placements to recruit promising 
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students at an earlier stage (Pollard et al, 2015). As we argue below, outcomes of post-

graduation internships cannot be assumed to be the same as of work placements or other 

extra-curricular activities (ECAs) undertaken during a higher education course.  

In using the DLHE to address our research questions, some received wisdoms 

are found wanting. Graduate internships are revealed as a small but significant part of 

the graduate labour market. The spread of unpaid internships, concentrated particularly 

in certain economic sectors, has actually been underestimated by the limited prior 

research. Unpaid internships generally do not appear to confer long-term career 

advantages in the same way that HE work placements do and, contrary to some policy 

debate, the circumstances in which unpaid internships are taken up appear likely to 

reinforce more malign longer-term career consequences for those embarking on them. 

The primary policy issue is more a question of preventing those resorting to unpaid 

internships becoming ghettoised in relatively precarious employment paths, and less of 

preventing those who can ‘afford’ to access unpaid internships from monopolising the 

subsequent ‘best’ career opportunities. 

Employability and the graduate labour market 

Graduates are increasingly called upon to exhibit additional markers of employability 

over and above educational qualifications. Work placements, internships and ECAs are 

all seen as potential means to increase employability and set oneself apart from other 

applicants (Tomlinson, 2008; Bathmaker, Waller and Ingram, 2013; Smith, 2010). Of 

these, work placements engaged in while studying have received the most attention in 

the academic literature. Studies outside the UK have shown that university work 

placements can improve employability and labour-market outcomes (Gault, Leach and 

Duey, 2010; Callanan and Benzig, 2004; Silva et al, 2018; Saniter and Siedler, 2014), 

although the structure, content, placement/course fit and whether or not they are 
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mandatory all influence programme success (Divine, Linrud, Miller and Wilson, 2007; 

Paulins, 2008). In the UK, sandwich placements have been shown to have a positive 

effect on final year grades and increase chances of having a graduate job (Brooks and 

Youngson, 2016; Moores and Reddy, 2012), as can unpaid work experience while 

studying more broadly (Purcell et al, 2012). However, Wilton (2012) found that, while 

students were upbeat about their work placements, they did not always lead to improved 

employment outcomes. 

Likewise, studies have examined the potential advantages and pitfalls of ECAs 

in the UK graduate labour market. Tomlinson (2008) shows how students see ECAs as a 

useful addition to a degree that can be used to create a narrative of employability that 

can help gain positional advantage in the labour market. Tchibozo’s (2007) study agrees 

that ECAs can lead to improved labour-market outcomes, depending upon the nature of 

the experience involved. Conversely, Stuart, Lido, Morgan and May (2009) have shown 

that the extent to which different ECAs are valued by employers can vary depending 

upon the employer and the experience. 

Research on internships 

Graduate internships have received rather less attention in the academic literature in the 

UK. Research has consisted of small-scale qualitative studies focusing on a particular 

industry (e.g. Siebert and Wilson, 2013; Leonard et al, 2016), policy-oriented reports 

based on anecdotal evidence (e.g. Lawton and Potter, 2010; Milburn, 2009), or 

evaluations of government-backed schemes that may not be representative of the wider 

practice (Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011; Oakleigh Consulting Ltd. and CRAC, 2011).  

Recently, the DLHE survey series (described in more detail below) has been 

used by other authors to interrogate the nature and incidence of unpaid graduate 

internships quantitatively. However, previous usages have some shortcomings. In a 
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widely reported research brief, the Sutton Trust (2014) estimated that 31 per cent of 

graduate interns were unpaid. This was calculated on the basis of those reporting 

undertaking an internship and working unpaid to the 2012/13 DLHE. However, from 

discussions with the researchers, this analysis was found not to take into account item 

non-response to the questions about pay, therefore underestimating the proportion who 

were unpaid. A HESA Bespoke Data Service (BDS) request by Author A for data from 

the 2012/13 and 2013/14 graduating cohorts revealed that, after controlling for missing 

answers, 45 per cent of self-defined interns from the 2012/13 cohort were unpaid at six 

months, while the figure was 41 per cent for the 2013/14 graduating cohort. While this 

does appear to show a decline in the proportion of internships that were unpaid, these 

figures only include ‘self-defined’ interns. This may further underestimate the full 

extent of unpaid internships, as it excludes any reported as ‘voluntary work’, a 

shortcoming that is addressed in the analysis of 2011/12 data in this article. 

More recently, Holford (2017) investigated unpaid internships using the DLHE 

cohorts between 2005 and 2011, as well as longitudinal DLHE covering the same 

period, to indicate the existence of a significant divergence in pay outcomes dependent 

on socio-economic status. There are several difficulties with the methodological 

approach taken. DLHE respondents who reported working unpaid and reported an 

occupation in SOC major groups 1-3 (with a few exceptions) were classed as unpaid 

interns. Although there is some logic to this, this approach fails to capture paid interns, 

any internships that are not in major groups 1-3 (therefore overlooking some creative 

and medical interns), and respondents who either fail to tick the 'unpaid' box but report 

£0 as their pay or omit to answer the pay question. More inexplicably, Holford (2017, 6) 

states that ‘DLHE data for 2011/12 graduates and earlier do not contain explicit data on 
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internships’, despite the fact that the 2011/12 survey was the first to capture internships 

specifically and is therefore the basis of the analysis presented below.  

Extant literature on internships has so far provided a patchy and, at times, 

contradictory picture of the extent, reward and nature of internships. Internships can be 

full-time or part-time, can range from a few weeks to more than a year in duration and 

involve an assortment of tasks from the challenging and developmental to routine and 

mundane (Milburn, 2009; Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011). Estimates of the extent of 

the practice range from 15-20,000 (Oakleigh Consulting Ltd. and CRAC, 2011) to 

around quarter of a million at any one time (Lawton and Potter, 2010). Similarly, 

estimates of the proportion of internships that are unpaid vary considerably from five 

per cent on the Graduate Internship [GI] scheme (Oakleigh Consulting Ltd. and CRAC, 

2011) to 36 per cent on the Graduate Talent Pool [GTP] (Mellors-Bourne and Day, 

2011). However, there are reasons to suspect that these estimates may not be entirely 

representative of the wider practice of internships. On the GI scheme employers were 

essentially subsidised for taking on interns and while employers using the GTP were not 

reimbursed for taking on interns, they were advised to pay interns performing a 

‘worker’ role. As well as the Sutton Trust 31 per cent estimate (queried above), the 

CIPD (2010b) reported that 21 per cent of employers in their ‘Learning and Talent 

Development’ survey said their internships were unpaid or expenses only. However, the 

CIPD’s is a non-representative sample of predominantly larger employers (not 

individuals). Estimating the proportion of actual interns who were unpaid is problematic 

because larger employers may be more able to afford to pay interns, and some 

employers may have different combinations of paid and unpaid interns. 

Most literature agrees that graduates’ purpose in undertaking internships is to 

access particular industries or careers and improve their employability through the 
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provision of ‘real world’ experience and opportunities to develop social networks and 

industry-specific knowledge and skills (Milburn, 2009; Lawton and Potter, 2010). The 

extent to which internships generally do provide these benefits is uncertain and has been 

the subject of negative attention from the media and campaign groups for some years. 

As summated in the sub-title of Perlin’s (2012) book, internships may be a way to ‘earn 

nothing and learn little’. While evaluations of government backed schemes appear to 

show that many do provide opportunities for development, a significant minority do not 

(17-18 per cent on the GTP and GI schemes – Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011; Oakleigh 

Consulting Ltd. and CRAC, 2011), and there is evidence that some internships amount 

to little more than exploitation with unpaid interns carrying out routine tasks that would 

otherwise have fallen to paid members of staff (Milburn, 2009; Frenette, 2013). 

Findings from a graduate survey of creative and mass communications graduates, which 

forms part of the wider research on which this article is based, point to significant 

differences between paid and unpaid internships in terms of perceived development, 

with unpaid internships viewed as less developmental (Hunt, 2017). 

To sum up, for what has emerged as a repeated issue across the higher 

education, employment and public policy fields, the underpinning research and 

evidence base is fragmentary and comes to surprisingly diverse conclusions about even 

basic aspects of the subject. Internships have been a subterranean phenomenon of 

flexible labour markets largely incapable of capture by statistical sources. While there 

has been a small-scale move towards investigation through use of more quantitative 

sources, we have identified a number of problems in the approaches and methodologies 

hitherto attempted. The data reported here attempts to improve use of quantitative 

evidence, in order to enhance data and discussions on the extent and nature of graduate 

internships. 
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Method 

The data employed comes from the DLHE: an annual statutory census of recent 

graduates carried out in the first year after finishing an HE course. It is conducted by 

higher education institutions on behalf of the Higher Education Statistics Authority 

(HESA) and captures information about graduates’ employment situation six months 

after graduation. It can be completed by post, telephone or online. This analysis focuses 

on the 2011/12 graduating cohort: the first survey to capture internships as a separate 

employment category. As such, the 2011/12 DLHE offered a unique opportunity to 

examine participation in internships at a crucial time in graduates’ early careers. The 

survey provides a representative and generalisable snapshot of the employment situation 

of UK and EU graduates (undergraduate and postgraduate) from UK HEIs at six months 

after finishing their course. The 2011/12 survey achieved a response rate of 77.4 per 

cent and was broadly representative of that graduating cohort, although response rates 

were slightly higher for UK domiciled leavers and leavers from full-time courses. 

The current analysis focuses on identifying and measuring paid and unpaid 

internships and differences between them in terms of qualification requirements and 

motivations. As the survey is a census, confidence intervals and inferential statistics are 

not reported because: a) central limit theorem, on which such statistics are based, only 

applies to random or probability samples, and b) the figures presented are the 

population estimates and so estimates of uncertainty are not needed. 

Measuring interns and ‘hidden’ internships 

The DLHE asks respondents to indicate all of the activities in which they were engaged 

on the relevant census date (Q1): working full-time, working part-time, unemployed, 

due to start work in the next month, full-time study, part-time study, time out, or 
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‘something else’. They are then asked to indicate which they feel is their ‘most 

important’ activity. Those reporting any work (or are due to start work) are asked how 

many jobs they had on the census date and are asked for details about what they feel is 

their ‘main’ job. Respondents are subsequently asked the basis on which they were 

employed (Q5): self-employed, starting their own business, on a fixed-term contract, on 

a permanent contract, doing voluntary work, on an internship, developing a 

portfolio/creative practice, temping, or ‘other’. It is here that the survey differs from 

earlier rounds of the DLHE in that previously there was no separate category for 

‘internships’, with unpaid interns likely reported alongside volunteers and other unpaid 

workers, while paid interns would likely be reported alongside temporary or fixed-term 

employees. 

On interrogation of the data two things became clear. First, some respondents 

reporting their most important activity as unemployed, taking time out, or ‘something 

else’ (at Q1) also reported working and indicated that they were ‘on an internship’ (at 

Q5). Second, a number of respondents reporting their main job as ‘voluntary’ were 

working in occupations or industries not normally associated with voluntary work, 

which might otherwise be considered as fitting in with common conceptions of 

internships. We have termed these ‘hidden’ internships here because they are often 

hidden in official estimates. Examples of industries (at the 2-digit level using Standard 

Industrial Classification [SIC] codes) ‘volunteers’ were working in include: publishing; 

financial services; legal and accounting activities, activities of head offices, 

management and consultancy; architectural and engineering activities; advertising and 

market research; other professional, scientific and technical activities; and creative, arts 

and entertainment. Examples of occupations (at the 4-digit level using Standard 

Occupational Classification [SOC] codes) that ‘volunteers’ were working in that might 
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more reasonably be considered internships include: web design and development 

professionals; conservation professionals; legal professionals n.e.c; management 

consultants and business analysts; researchers; journalists, newspaper and periodical 

editors; public relations professionals; architectural and town planning professionals; 

and artists. 

In total, 1,375 of the 5,590 graduates who described their main job as 

‘voluntary’ were working in industries outside the voluntary or public sector in 

occupations not traditionally associated with altruistic or charity work, which the 

‘voluntary worker’ exception in national minimum wage (NMW) regulations was meant 

to preclude (Pyper, 2015). When these otherwise ‘hidden’ internships are combined 

with the 6,300 self-defined interns this would make a total of 7,675 interns six months 

after graduation (2.5 per cent of graduates with any evidence of work).  

 Mellors-Bourne and Day (2011) reported that on the GTP only around one-

quarter to one-third of internships were carried out in the first six months after 

graduation and that most had finished with internships by 18 to 24 months. Thus, if the 

number of graduates reporting internships in the DLHE represents around a quarter to a 

third of all interns at any one time this would give an estimate of around 23,000 to 

31,000 interns. Although it is hard to say for sure how many interns engage in 

internships at different time points after graduation, this estimate appears closer to the 

15-20,000 estimated for 2011 by Oakleigh Consulting Ltd. and CRAC (2011) than the 

quarter of a million estimated by Lawton and Potter (2010). 

Although seemingly a relatively small feature of the graduate labour market at 

just 2.5 per cent of graduates reporting work, DLHE only provides an early snapshot of 

the situation and there are good reasons to expect this proportion to increase during the 

first two years after graduation. As noted above, in both of the evaluations of 
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government backed schemes only around one-quarter to one-third of internships were 

carried out in the first six months after graduation, and in the wider study from which 

this analysis is drawn (Hunt, 2017), by two to six years after graduation around one-

quarter of creative and mass communications graduates reported having engaged in an 

internship at some point after graduation. 

Indeed, participation in internships was significantly higher among graduates 

from some subject areas and in certain industries and occupations. In terms of subject 

areas, internships were twice as common as the overall average among graduates of 

mass communications and documentation (5.3 per cent), languages and related subjects 

(5.2 per cent), creative arts and design (5.0 per cent), and historical and philosophical 

studies (4.9 per cent). Industries and occupations with the highest incidence of 

internships can be seen in Table 1. As can be seen, many of these industries and 

occupations reflect those highlighted in the literature as being where internships are 

becoming increasingly commonplace, are particularly glamorous and desirable and/or 

wield significant power (Lawton and Potter, 2010). 

Table 1 – Occupations and industries with the highest incidence of internships 

Industry (2-digit SIC) Interns, 
% 

Other, 
% 

Base, 
N 

 (99) Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 35.7 64.3 340 

 (94) Activities of membership organisations 13.4 86.6 2,920 

 (58) Publishing activities 12.9 87.1 2,900 

 (60) Programming and broadcasting activities 11.0 89.0 1,290 

 (59) Motion picture, video and television programme 
production, sound recording and music publishing activities 

8.7 91.3 2,780 

 (70) Activities of head offices; management consultancy 
activities 

8.7 91.3 3,565 

 (14) Manufacture of wearing apparel 8.5 91.5 340 

 (73) Advertising and market research 8.4 91.6 3,865 

 (90) Creative, arts and entertainment activities 8.4 91.6 4,500 

 (91) Libraries, archives, museums and other cultural 
activities 

8.0 92.0 1,695 

All sectors 2.5 97.5 307,805 
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Occupations (4-digit SOC) Interns, 
% 

Other, 
% 

Base, 
N 

 (2472) Public relations professionals 20.5 79.5 1,565 

 (2114) Social and humanities scientists 19.5 80.5 430 

 (3550) Conservation and environmental associate 
professionals 

16.7 83.3 270 

 (2141) Conservation professionals 14.6 85.4 340 

 (4114) Officers of non-governmental organisations 14.0 86.0 670 

 (2452) Archivists and curators 13.8 86.2 445 

 (2471) Journalists, newspaper and periodical editors 13.8 86.2 1,640 

(5411-5419, 8137, 8113) Textiles, footwear and apparel 
trades and process operatives 

12.4 87.6 175 

 (3543) Marketing associate professionals 12.3 87.7 6,045 

 (5244) TV, video and audio engineers 12.1 87.9 60 

All occupations 2.5 97.5 309,030 

Base: Those with any evidence of work 
Source: DLHE 2011/12Unpaid internships1 

DLHE data revealed that unpaid internships were much more prevalent than previously 

estimated, with 50 per cent of self-defined interns – 58 per cent including hidden 

internships – reporting that their internship was unpaid. This proportion is substantially 

higher than the problematic estimates discussed earlier. The proportion of internships 

that were unpaid varied considerably by industry and occupation, and subjects reflecting 

these. Unpaid internships tended to be more common in areas where internships were 

common more generally, reflecting industries and occupations that are allegedly 

glamorous, particularly sought after and competitive. Subject areas where unpaid 

internships were most common include: creative arts and design (71 per cent); 

biological sciences (67 per cent); architecture, building and planning (65 per cent); 

historical and philosophical studies (62 per cent); and mass communications and 

documentation (62 per cent). Occupations (Table 2) where unpaid internships were 

common include: journalists; clothing and textiles designers; public relations 

professionals; media and public administration researchers; non-governmental 

organisation officers; architectural and town planning technicians; and graphic and 
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multimedia designers. Industries (Table 2) with the highest proportion of unpaid 

internships included: creative arts and entertainment; programming and broadcasting; 

sports, amusement and recreation; motion picture, television, sound recording and 

music production and publishing; activities of membership organisations; publishing; 

libraries, museums and cultural activities; and ‘other’ professional, scientific and 

technical activities. 

Perhaps surprisingly, the proportion of internships that were unpaid was lower 

than average among marketing professionals (50 per cent) and in the advertising and 

market research industry (54 per cent), perhaps reflecting efforts to reduce the practice 

in these areas. Interns in computer programming, public health organisations, public 

administration, education and the financial services sector were among those least likely 

to be unpaid (43, 42, 41, 27 and 27 per cent respectively), broadly mirroring findings 

from the GTP evaluation (Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011). 

Table 2 – Occupations and industries with the highest (and lowest) proportions of 

unpaid internships (%) 

Occupation (4-digit SOC) Unpaid, 
% 

Paid, 
% 

Base, 
N 

 (2471) Journalists, newspaper and periodical editors 79.4 20.6 155 

 (3422) Designers (clothing, textiles, jewellery, furniture, 
interior, set, industrial, and product 

76.3 23.7 160 

 (2472) Public relations professionals 66.8 21.2 225 

 (2426) Researchers (media, national security, police and nec) 66.5 33.5 210 

 (4114) Officers of non-governmental organisations 66.2 33.8 75 

 (3121) Architectural and town planning technicians 65.4 34.6 80 

 (3421) Graphic, exhibition, multimedia designers, commercial 
artists, desktop publishing assistants and operators 

64.1 35.9 185 

 (3543) Marketing associate professionals 49.5 50.5 525 

Industry (2-digit SIC) Unpaid, 
% 

Paid, 
% 

Base, 
N 

 (90) Creative, arts and entertainment activities 83.5 16.5 280 

 (60) Programming and broadcasting activities 81.0 19.0 105 

 (93) Sports activities and amusement and recreation activities 78.4 21.6 215 
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 (59) Motion picture, video and television programme 
production, sound recording and music publishing activities 

76.0 24.0 165 

 (94) Activities of membership organisations 75.8 24.2 300 

 (58) Publishing activities 73.4 26.6 255 

 (91) Libraries, archives, museums and other cultural activities 73.2 26.8 100 

 (74) Other professional, scientific and technical activities 72.5 27.5 290 

 (88) Social work activities without accommodation 70.6 29.4 295 

 (46) Wholesale trade, except of motor vehicles and 
motorcycles 

47.3 52.7 55 

 (62) Computer programming, consultancy and related 
activities 

43.0 57.0 140 

 (86) Human health activities 41.5 58.5 140 

 (84) Public administration and defence; compulsory social 
security 

40.6 59.4 210 

 (85) Education 27.0 73.0 480 

 (64) Financial service activities, except insurance and pension 
funding 

26.6 73.4 155 

All interns 58.1 41.9 5,315 

Base: Interns (wide definition) 
Note: Only includes industries and occupational groups where there were more than 52 interns 
Source: DLHE 2011/12 

Required educational level and quality 

The DLHE asks those reporting any work on the census date whether their qualification 

was needed to get their main job. Whether graduates’ qualifications are a requirement 

for the job, and indeed needed at all, can arguably be seen as an indication of the level 

of education needed to carry out the requisite tasks and by extension an indicator of job 

quality. If internships help graduates develop employment related skills and knowledge 

and are a genuine bridge from education to employment, then they might be expected to 

require a higher level of qualification. However, while paid interns were more likely to 

say their qualification was a requirement than those on nearly any other form of contract 

(including open-ended contracts) unpaid interns were much less so (Figure 1 – panel 1). 

Paid interns were more likely than unpaid interns to say that their qualification was 

needed (87 compared to 72 per cent) and much more likely to say it was a requirement 

(51 compared to 31 per cent).  
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Figure 1 – Whether recent qualification was a requirement or just an advantage, by 

employment type (%) 

Panel 1: Was your recent qualification needed to get the job?* 

 

Panel 2: What was most important to your employer about your qualification? (%)** 

 

Base: *Any evidence of work, **Those in work reporting qualification was at least an advantage 
Source: DLHE 2011/12 

For those reporting that their qualification was needed, both paid and unpaid 

interns said that the subject and level were important. However, paid interns were more 

likely than unpaid interns to say that the level was important (33 compared to 25 per 

cent) and, in fact, were more likely to say this than those in all other forms of 
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employment (Figure 1 – panel 2). Taken together, this suggests that paid internships are 

more likely than unpaid internships to be of a level requiring a greater level of education 

and are arguably of a higher quality. 

Motivations 

The DLHE also asks respondents to indicate why they decided to take their main job. 

They can indicate, from a list, numerous reasons they feel best reflect their motivations 

for taking the job and are also asked to indicate which one they feel is most important. 

The most commonly cited reasons for taking up an internship (paid or unpaid) were: 

 ‘To gain and broaden my experience in order to get the type of job I really 

want’; 

 ‘It fitted into my career plan / it was exactly the type of work I wanted’; 

  ‘To see if I would like the type of work involved’. 

The focus on broadening experience and trying things out distinguished internships 

from nearly all other types of employment (Figure 2 – panels 1 and 2).  

When comparing the motivations of paid and unpaid interns (Figure 2 – panels 3 

and 4), although the reasons for undertaking their internship still revolve around their 

career plans, broadening experience and trying things out, some differences start to 

emerge. When looking at all reported reasons paid interns were more likely than unpaid 

interns to say it was exactly the type of work they wanted (58 compared to 49 per cent) 

and less likely to say it was to gain/broaden experience (58 compared to 65 per cent). 

These differences were even more pronounced when comparing main reasons, with 

fitting career plans the most commonly cited motivation among paid interns (39 per cent 

compared to 30 per cent of unpaid interns) and broadening experience the most 

commonly cited reason among unpaid interns (47 per cent compared to 28 per cent of 
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paid interns). Taken together, a picture emerges of paid internships as fitting career 

plans, whereas unpaid internships may be more about trying things out and gaining 

experience.
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Figure 2 – Reasons for taking up paid and unpaid internships (%) 

Panel 1: To gain/broaden experience, by contract type* 

 

Panel 3: All reasons by whether internship was paid or unpaid** 

 

Panel 2: To see if liked the type of work, by contract type* 

 

Panel 4: Main reason by whether internship was paid or unpaid** 

 

Base: * Any evidence of work, **interns Source: DLHE 2011/12
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Discussion and conclusion 

Better understandings of the extent of internships and the potential differences between 

paid and unpaid internships are key to debates around their ethical and practical 

implications. The evidence presented above questions some of the accepted wisdom 

about the practice at a key stage in graduates’ early careers. We now draw out three 

main findings in relation to our research questions, and also propose a more accurate 

way of identifying and measuring internships using the DLHE than previously. 

First, the research suggests that internships are a less ubiquitous transition 

between education and employment than some accounts intimate. Using data for the 

2011/12 graduating cohort, at least 7,675 graduates were engaged in internships at six 

months after finishing their course, representing around one in forty of those in work. 

However, in some arts, humanities, creative and media fields they are more entrenched 

as a route into employment. Because of traditions of freelancing and exploitation of a 

revolving door of fresh talent, as well as power dynamics, in some of these sectors, 

reliance on internships will be harder to reduce, and improving internship experiences 

equally difficult. 

We concede that DLHE is only an early post-graduation snapshot of 

participation in internships; more graduates are likely to participate in internships within 

the first two years after graduation. For example, elsewhere Hunt (2017) finds that, by 

two years after graduation, around one-quarter of creative arts and design and mass 

communications graduates who responded to a separate graduate survey had completed 

at least one internship. Based on the assumption that only around one-quarter to one- 

third of internships are carried out in the first six months after leaving university 

(Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011), the total number of graduate internships at any one 

time would appear to be closer to the number estimated by Oakleigh Consulting Ltd and 
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CRAC (2011) than by others (e.g. Lawton and Potter, 2010). Furthermore, the number 

of graduates engaging in internships may well be increasing. Publicly available DLHE 

data shows that the number of UK graduates on a self-defined internship at six months 

increased from 6,245 in 2011/12 to 7,735 in 2013/14. More detailed analysis of later 

cohorts is needed though, as these figures do not include hidden internships (i.e. those 

reported as ‘voluntary work’) and publicly available data for more recent cohorts do not 

cover the same base as the figures reported here. 

A second finding is that unpaid internships appear to be much more common 

than previously estimated, with more than half of those doing an internship at six 

months unpaid. This finding is particularly worrying, given media, legal and 

governmental concerns about non-payment of interns. Previous estimates suggested that 

only around one-third of internships were unpaid or ‘expenses only’. However, until 

now much of the evidence presented came from government schemes that may not be 

representative of the wider practice (Mellors-Bourne and Day, 2011; Oakleigh 

Consulting Ltd and CRAC, 2011); from employer surveys biased towards larger 

employers (CIPD, 2010b); or failed to account adequately for item non-response in the 

DLHE (Sutton Trust, 2014). Whilst there is some evidence the proportion of internships 

that are unpaid may be declining, further analysis is needed to confirm whether this is a 

genuine pattern, as figures from more recent cohorts do not take into account interns 

reporting their internship as voluntary work. Employers may be increasingly labelling 

internships as ‘voluntary’ positions in an attempt to circumvent NMW legislation. Our 

research certainly shows that internships generally, and unpaid internships in particular, 

are much more common in industries, occupations and subjects reflecting these. 

Confirmation of prevalence of unpaid internships in ‘glamorous’ sectors raises fresh 

questions about potential exploitation and underlines the importance of understanding 
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how internships operate as a mechanism for determining who is able to access careers in 

these industries. 

Third and consequent, unpaid internships are less formal and of a standard less 

likely to require a higher level of qualification. Graduates on paid internships were more 

likely to say that it fitted their plans and that their qualification was a requirement (not 

just an advantage). Unpaid interns were more likely to cite gaining experience as the 

main motivation, and to say their qualification was not needed or just an advantage. 

This cannot disprove conclusively the dominant narrative that unpaid internships 

represent an informally selective entry route to elite positions. However, as Holford 

(2017) also suggests, there is a need to better understand even unpaid internships as a 

bifurcated path, where many unpaid internships are merely a conduit into the more 

precarious end of the labour market. More widely, we argue the real two-tier system of 

internships is one where paid opportunities are more highly prized and beneficial. 

Importantly, though, there is nothing in our overall findings to suggest that participation 

in post-graduation internships confers on the participants the same order of 

advantageous signals of employability as do pre-graduation work placements and 

ECAs. A finding that is echoed elsewhere (e.g. Purcell et al., 2012). 

Fourth, and not least, the analysis presented here proposes a reliable way of 

identifying the full extent of early engagement in internships using data from the 

DLHE. Others have commented that internships can be known by a range of labels 

including internship, volunteer worker, work/industrial placement (CIPD, 2010a) and, 

while the ‘volunteer’ exemption in NMW legislation was intended to exclude people 

who genuinely wish to work ‘for good causes’, ‘without profit’ from qualifying for the 

NMW, some employers may exploit this designation.  There are good reasons for 

excluding internships, intended as a means for graduates to get a foothold in a given 
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industry or career, from genuine voluntary work carried out for altruistic reasons, even 

in the voluntary sector where internships are also common (Gerada, 2013; Leonard et 

al., 2016). This analysis shows that a considerable number of graduates describing their 

role as ‘voluntary work’ were not working in occupations or industries generally 

associated with the public or voluntary sector, and proposes a way of categorising these 

hidden internships accordingly by looking at the industries and occupations they are 

working in. Although this approach is imperfect and some interns may be incorrectly 

assigned, this approach improves on simply relying on self-reported title alone, or 

assigning the designation based solely on occupational level and whether or not they 

were unpaid, and goes some way to providing a genuine estimate of the extent of the 

practice at this early stage.  

Although this paper analyses data of 2011/12 vintage, there is no real reason to 

think that the tenor of our findings have since become invalid or obsolete. The legal and 

policy environment remains essentially unchanged, excepting stronger guidance on 

paying interns the NMW if they are ‘workers’, which may have the perverse 

consequence of encouraging unscrupulous employers to use the ‘volunteer’ exception in 

the regulations. Indeed, parliament has so far declined to bring internships explicitly 

within NMW legislation2. In addition, with student enrolments continuing to climb the 

scramble from graduate jobs is unlikely to become less competitive any time soon and 

there is no evidence that the incidence of internships has declined since our data. 

Certainly, more research is needed to unravel the incidence and usage of internships, 

especially the more hidden variants revealed in this paper that remain unreflected in 

wider research. However, the paucity of readily available statistical data sources renders 

this no easy task and, as we mention below, developments in official surveys of 
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graduate destinations may actually make it harder to uncover the kind of trends 

identified here. 

Future surveys could perhaps be improved by defining what sorts of positions 

should be reported as ‘on an internship’ or as ‘voluntary work’. With the Graduate 

Outcomes survey replacing the DLHE and LDLHE from 2017/18 onwards, it is also 

important to consider how best to capture experience of internships, and other types of 

labour-market experience, engaged in since leaving university. The DLHE and LDLHE 

surveys only captured internships engaged in as a ‘main’ job on the census date (at six 

and 42 months), and the Graduate Outcomes survey will only capture ‘main’ job at 15 

months. Internships carried out before or after this time point (i.e. the majority) or as a 

second job will not be recorded, unless they are lucky enough to have been taken on by 

the host organisation and report it in subsequent questions. Internships leading nowhere 

or to a job somewhere else would not be picked up, making examination of participation 

and labour-market outcomes relative to non-interns undetectable to research. 

The current research has provided a more detailed and generalisable picture of 

participation in paid and unpaid internships at an early stage in graduates’ careers, using 

the 2011/12 DLHE. It raises a number of concerns, particularly about the prevalence of 

unpaid internships and their consequences for the individuals concerned. Interrogation 

of later DLHE cohorts would provide a longitudinal dimension to the argument 

presented here, and enable judgment as to whether internships (not just self-reported) 

really are increasing, in which sectors, and if unpaid internships are declining. Here, 

however, we have focused on improving the reliability of the baseline. Further research 

is needed into the extent to which paid and unpaid internships really do provide, over 

time, the purported labour-market benefits in the transition between higher education 
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and employment or are malign expressions of increasingly precarious graduate labour 

markets. 

1 The data analysed in this article is the Copyright Higher Education Statistics Agency Limited 

2013. HESA cannot accept responsibility for any inferences or conclusions derived from 

the data by third parties. 
2 https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/nationalminimumwageworkplaceinternships.html 
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