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Differences in Employment-related Outcomes Across Paid and Unpaid Internships
The Department of Defense seeks to utilize
evidence-based programming and resources to aid
military spouses in their pursuit of their educational
and career goals. Research suggests that a useful
strategy for assisting in career development is
facilitating work experience in the career field of
interest. Internships are a common method of
accomplishing this goal of increased work experience
in the career field of interest.
What is, and is not, an internship?
An internship is defined as a practical work
experience that provides relevant training to a worker
in a specific field (Sanahuja-Velez & Ribes-Giner,
2015). More specifically, internships are traditionally
formalized agreements between an individual and
an established company or organization where an
individual agrees to work for a specified amount of
time with the expectation that the work experience
will increase their skills relevant to the career field
and enable them to advance in the field. Related
programs that are similar to internships include
apprenticeships and fellowships. Fellowships typically
are geared toward professional development for
those with advanced education (e.g., PhD, MD),
whereas apprenticeships focus on skill development
that may lead to a professional certification (e.g.,
ironworkers; Moy, n.d.; U.S. Department of Labor,
2020). Hereafter, this report focuses on internships
broadly, but the findings can also inform related types
of work-experience development programs, including
fellowships and apprenticeships.
Why complete an internship?
A common motivation for interns is the chance to
broaden their career experience and, consequently,
become more competitive in the job market (Hunt
& Scott, 2020). Indeed, this expectation is often met
given that individuals who complete internships
tend to be hired more quickly and are generally
considered more employable (i.e., more prepared for
the job; Knouse & Fontenot, 2008). Furthermore, for
individuals who are unsure of their long-term career
goals, internships serve as a means to explore a field
of interest before committing to a career path (Hunt &
Scott, 2020).
Although these findings indicate that internships
generally lead to promising job prospects, the
outcomes connected to internship completion
vary substantially depending on numerous factors,

including the specific characteristics of the internship
(e.g., length of time, career field, type of work
tasks). One characteristic that has been somewhat
consistently linked to internship outcomes is internship
compensation. That is, whether the individuals (i.e.,
interns) are compensated for their time or volunteer
their time, defined as paid and unpaid internships,
respectively.
How do employment outcomes differ between paid
and unpaid internships?
There are numerous outcomes to consider in
connection to internships. Some examples include
internship satisfaction, skill acquisition, employability,
and job earnings. Although unpaid internships are
quite common (Grant-Smith & McDonald, 2018),
interns who complete unpaid internships tend to
report lower overall satisfaction with the internship
experience and report that they did not gain sufficient
skills to be marketable to potential employers (Knouse
& Fontenot, 2008; McHugh, 2017; Sanahuja-Velez
& Ribes-Giner, 2015). Research suggests that these
negative outcomes of unpaid internships likely emerge
when interns feel exploited, which can reduce their
desire to perform high-quality work and/or their desire
to pursue a permanent position within the organization
(McHugh, 2017).
Unpaid internships also generally result in poorer
employment prospects than paid internships. Research
has shown that unpaid interns tend to spend a longer
period of time searching for a job and experience
greater difficulty finding employment (Crain, 2016).
Furthermore, once unpaid interns find a job, they
tend to report lower starting salaries and less job
satisfaction compared to individuals who completed
a paid internship (Crain, 2016; McHugh, 2017). Thus,
paid internships were not only helpful for ensuring that
interns procured employment quickly, but paid interns
also averaged higher starting salaries and were more
satisfied with their job than unpaid interns.

Thus, paid internships were not only
helpful for ensuring that interns
procured employment quickly, but paid
interns also averaged higher starting
salaries and were more satisfied with
their job than unpaid interns.

Research on internship compensation also shows
that paid interns, compared to unpaid interns, tend to
report more positive internship experiences and more
employment prospects. More specifically, paid interns
not only tend to report greater overall satisfaction
with the internship, but they also generally indicate
that they received higher quality mentoring during
the internship, resulting in greater knowledge and
skill acquisition (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008; Knouse,
Tanner & Harris, 1999; McHugh, 2017). This enhanced
knowledge and skillset, coupled with working closely
with supervisors, also allow paid interns to leverage
their positions to obtain permanent employment
(Crain, 2016; Knouse, Tanner & Harris, 1999). On
average, paid interns receive 50% more job offers
and have a median starting salary that is $16,000
higher than unpaid interns (McHugh, 2017; National
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2013, as cited
in Keleher, 2013; National Association of Colleges and
Employers, 2019). Overall, these findings suggest a
host of positive employment outcomes for individuals
who complete an internship that provides some form
of compensation (i.e., stipend, wages) (see Figure 1).

Another hypothesis is resource-based, as the
provision of compensation can enable individuals to
focus their efforts on internship duties without being
distracted by financial concerns or having to divide
their time and energy between the internship and
simultaneous paid employment. Some research has
shown that upwards of 64.1% of unpaid interns resort
to working multiple jobs to cover living expenses
(Intern Bridge, 2012). It may be that the unpaid interns
have too many responsibilities due to working multiple
jobs, and this may prevent them from investing the
necessary attention to their internship experience.
It is also possible that there are other variations
between paid and unpaid internship sites that account
for these differences in internship outcomes. For
instance, companies that offer paid internships may
also generally have more employee “perks,” more
qualified supervisors, and a more favorable work
environment, which may have implications for intern
satisfaction and knowledge and skill acquisition.

On average, paid interns receive 50%
more job offers and have a median
starting salary that is $16,000 higher
than unpaid interns.
(McHugh, 2017; National Association of Colleges and Employers,
2013, as cited in Keleher, 2013; National Assocition of Colleges and
Employers, 2019)

Why may employment outcomes differ between
paid and unpaid internships?
Beyond enhanced mentorship and, consequently,
greater knowledge and skill acquisition, several other
explanations have been advanced to explain the
documented link between intern compensation and
employment outcomes.
One hypothesis is that compensation may signal
to interns that they are valued by the organization,
resulting in more positive perceptions of the internship
experience and a greater confidence in their abilities
(McHugh, 2017; Sanahuja-Velez & Ribes-Giner, 2015).
In a study comparing paid and unpaid internships
among a sample of bioscience interns, the vast
majority desired payment for their work, and 60%
reported that the lack of compensation made them
feel less valued (Smith et al., 2015).

Figure 1. Benefits of Paid Internships Compared to
Unpaid Internships.
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Conclusion
This brief report summarized evidence linking
internship experiences, particularly internship
compensation, to job outcomes (e.g., satisfaction,
future employment). Understanding the influence of
intern compensation provides considerations for best
practices of internship programs that seek to maximize
interns’ career success. In summary, despite the high
prevalence of unpaid internships, research indicates
that paid internships generally result in greater
satisfaction and greater employment prospects for
interns.
Numerous factors are involved in the positive
outcomes of paid internships, including greater
overall perceptions of the internship experience,

enhanced skill acquisition, higher starting salaries, and
increased employability. Importantly, the provision
of compensation also allows individuals to forego
the negative consequences associated with unpaid
training to ensure that they can take full advantage of
the benefits of their training experience. Therefore, as
the Department of Defense seeks to utilize evidencebased programming and resources to aid military
spouses in their pursuit of education and career
goals, partnering with organizations that can offer
paid internships to military spouses is one prospect
to consider. Such programs can assist spouses in
their efforts to diversify their skillset and, ultimately,
secure timely employment that meets their needs and
expectations.

7

REFERENCES
Crain, A. (2016). Exploring the implications of unpaid internships. National Association of Colleges and
Employers (NACE) Journal.
https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/internships/exploring-the-implications-of-unpaid-internships/
Grant-Smith, D., & McDonald, P. (2018). Ubiquitous yet ambiguous: An integrative review of unpaid work.
International Journal of Management Reviews, 20(2), 559-578. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12153
Harrison, D. (2017). The benefits of constructing an effective internship program. Journal of Research Initiatives,
3(1), 1-6. https://digitalcommons.uncfsu.edu/jri/vol3/iss1/13
Hunt, W., & Scott, P. (2020). Paid and unpaid graduate internships: Prevalence, quality, and motivations at six
months after graduation. Studies in Higher Education, 45(2), 464-476.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1541450
Intern Bridge. (2012). Internship salary report. Intern Bridge, Inc.
http://docplayer.net/5591938-Intern-bridge-2012-internship-salary-report.html
Kapareliotis, I., Voutsina, K., & Patsiotis, A. (2019). Internship and employability prospects: Assessing student’s
work readiness. Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning, 9(4), 538-549.
https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-08-2018-0086
Keleher, C. (2013). The perils of unpaid internships. Illinois Bar Journal, 101(12), 626-635. https://www.isba.org/
ibj/2013/12/theperilsofunpaidinternships
Knouse, S. B., & Fontenot, G. (2008). The benefits of the business college internship: A research review. Journal
of Employment Counseling, 45(2), 61–66. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1920.2008.tb00045.x
Knouse, S. B., Tanner, J. R., & Harris, E. W. (1999). The relation of college internships, college performance and
subsequent job opportunity. Journal of Employment Counseling, 36(1), 35–43.
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1920.1999.tb01007.x			
McHugh, P. P. (2017). The impact of compensation, supervision and work design on internship efficacy;
Implications for educators, employers and prospective interns. Journal of Education and Work, 30(4), 367382. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2016.1181729
Moy, R. (n.d.). Apprenticeships, fellowships, and post-grad internships-What’s the difference and are they worth
it? The Muse. Retrieved October 10, 2020, from 								
https://www.themuse.com/advice/apprenticeships-fellowships-postgrad-internshipswhats-the-difference-andare-they-worth-it
National Association of Colleges and Employers (2019). The 2019 Student Survey Report. National Association of
Colleges and Employers.
Sanahuja Vélez, G., & Ribes Giner, G. (2015). Effects of business internships on students, employers, and higher
education institutions: A systematic review. Journal of Employment Counseling, 52(3), 121-130.
https://doi.org/10.1002/joec.12010
Shoenfelt, E. L., Stone, N. J., & Kottke, J. L. (2013). Internships: An established mechanism for increasing
employability. Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 6(1), 24-27. https://doi.org/10.1111/iops.12004
Silverman, J., & Delano, M. L. (2004). Developing an internship program that benefits everyone. Lab Animal,
33(2), 34-38. https://doi.org/10.1038/laban0204-34
Smith, S., Smith, C., & Caddell, M. (2015). Can pay, should pay? Exploring employer and student perceptions of
paid and unpaid placements. Active Learning in Higher Education, 16(2), 149-164.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787415574049
U.S. Deparment of Labor. (2020, September). Apprenticeship fact sheet. Retrieved Novemeber 6, 2020, from
https://www.apprenticeship.gov/sites/default/files/Apprenticeship_Fact_Sheet.pdf

Differences in employment-related outcomes across paid
and unpaid internships

