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WHAT IS AN INTERNSHIP?
NACE defines an internship as a form of experiential learning that
integrates knowledge and theory learned in the classroom with practical
application and skills development in a professional workplace setting
(across in-person, remote, or hybrid modalities). Internships provide
students the opportunity to gain valuable applied experience, develop
social capital, explore career fields, and make connections in professional
fields. In addition, internships serve as a significant recruiting
mechanism for employers (/talent-acquisition/trends-and-
predictions/employers-cite-internships-as-recruiting-strategy-with-
highest-roi-strongly-prefer-in-person-career-fairs), providing them with
the opportunity to guide and evaluate potential candidates.

INTERNSHIP MEANING
AND DEFINITION: A NACE
GUIDE
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NACE BELIEVES THAT AN INTERNSHIP SHOULD
INCLUDE:

A learning experience with a real-world opportunity to apply the
knowledge gained in the classroom. It must not be simply to advance
the operations of the employer or replace the work that a regular
employee would routinely perform.

Learned skills and knowledge that are transferable to other
employment settings.

A defined beginning and end that is mutually agreed upon and
consistent with institutional sponsor guidelines and schedules.

A position description with clear responsibilities and required/desired
qualifications.

Clearly defined learning objectives/goals supportive of the student’s
academic program goals and institutional requirements.

Direct supervision by a professional(s) with relevant expertise and
educational and/or professional experience who provides productive
feedback, guidance, and the resources and equipment necessary to
successfully complete the assignment.



WHO IS NACE?
Since 1956, the National Association of Colleges

and Employers (NACE) has connected tens of
thousands of career services and early talent

recruiting professionals, serving as the
authority on the employment of the college

educated.

We forecast annual hiring trends, identify best
practices, track student outcomes, and provide

extensive professional development
opportunities.



SEE WHAT NACE HAS TO OFFER (/LANDING/NACE-
MEMBER-BENEFITS/)

WHY ARE INTERNSHIPS
IMPORTANT?

Internships are routes to jobs for job seekers and access to talent
for employers.

For job seekers, NACE research demonstrates that work-based
experiences can be avenues to increased skills, expanded networks,
and enhanced social capital. Internships—particularly paid
internships—are also direct pathways to job offers. According to
the results of the NACE 2022 Student Survey (/store/2022/2022-
nace-student-survey-report-and-dashboard-4-year) for four-year
college students, paid interns averaged 1.61 job offers, compared to
0.94 offers for unpaid interns, and 0.77 offers for non-interns.

For employers, internships are one of the main recruiting tools
employers use to recruit entry-level college graduates. According to
a recent NACE quick poll, eight out of ten responding employers
said that internships provided the best return on investment as a
recruiting strategy, compared to career fairs, on-campus visits, on-
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campus panels, or other activities (NACE Winter 2022 Quick Poll:
Spring Recruiting and Career Services (/talent-acquisition/trends-
and-predictions/winter-2022-quick-poll-on-spring-recruiting-and-
career-services)).

NACE TAKES A STAND: ALL
INTERNSHIPS SHOULD BE PAID

Internships serve as an important bridge from college to career.
NACE research has demonstrated that internship experiences
are avenues to increased skills, expanded networks, and
enhanced social capital, and offer direct pathways to job offers
and jobs. While many internships are paid, unpaid internships
are problematic for many reasons. Using an equity lens, NACE’s
position statement on unpaid internships is a call to
policymakers to address the inherent inequities unpaid
internships cause and to work to ensure all internships are paid.
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READ THE POSITION STATEMENT (/ABOUT-US/ADVOCACY/POSITION-
STATEMENTS/POSITION-STATEMENT-US-INTERNSHIPS)

DOWNLOAD THE STATEMENT
(/UPLOADEDFILES/FILES/2023/RESOURCES/NACE-POSITION-
STATEMENT-UNPAID-INTERNSHIPS-AND-THE-NEED-FOR-FEDERAL-
ACTION-MAY-2023.PDF)

WHY SHOULD INTERNSHIPS BE PAID?

Overall, there are three primary reasons supporting the idea that all
internships should be paid: Requiring internship to be paid would 1)
promote equity and access by removing barriers that limit who can
take part, 2) recognize that interns perform work—and all work
should be paid, and 3) support diversifying the workforce by creating
an inclusive pool of entry-level candidates who have the experience
and competencies employers seek.

NACE research found that students who take part in paid internships
receive more job offers and ultimately garner higher starting salaries
than those who participate in unpaid internships (NACE 2022 Student
Survey, 2022 (/store/2022/2022-nace-student-survey-report-and-

https://www.naceweb.org/about-us/advocacy/position-statements/position-statement-us-internships
https://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2023/resources/nace-position-statement-unpaid-internships-and-the-need-for-federal-action-may-2023.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/store/2022/2022-nace-student-survey-report-and-dashboard-4-year
https://www.naceweb.org/store/2022/2022-nace-student-survey-report-and-dashboard-4-year
https://www.naceweb.org/store/2022/2022-nace-student-survey-report-and-dashboard-4-year


dashboard-4-year)). According to the results of the NACE 2022
Student Survey, paid interns earned a median starting salary of
$62,500 compared to unpaid interns who reported earning a median
starting salary of $42,500. Thus, salary disparity between those who
have served paid internships and those in unpaid internships is
present at the beginning of the career and likely to grow over time.

Inequity exacerbated by paid/unpaid status exists in intern cohorts:
NACE research found (/research/reports/2021-nace-student-survey-
briefs-4-year#inequity) that female, Black, Hispanic, and first-
generation students are overrepresented in unpaid internships and
underrepresented in paid internships.

Unpaid internships deny basic labor rights provided to paid interns.
As unpaid interns are not considered “employees” of the organization
under the Fair Labor & Standards Act (FLSA), they are not legally
protected against harassment and discrimination (Rothschild &
Rothschild, 2020).

ARE UNPAID INTERNSHIPS LEGAL?
Yes, currently unpaid internships are legal in certain situations. Based on a
test developed by a federal court, the U.S. Dept of Labor has released a
fact sheet (https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/fact-sheets/71-flsa-
internships) that outlines the Primary Beneficiary Test (PBT), which
should be used to determine who benefits primarily from the internship.
In general, if the student/intern is the primary beneficiary, then the
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unpaid internship is legal; if the for-profit company is the primary
beneficiary, the intern must be paid. Not-for-profit organizations and
government agencies are exempt from this regulation.

CAN NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS OR
GOVERNMENT AGENCIES OFFER UNPAID
INTERNSHIPS?
Yes—legally, not-for-profit organizations and government agencies can
offer unpaid internships, according to the FLSA. However, if they do not
pay their interns, they must recognize that their intern cohort will include
those who can afford to forgo a paycheck or are willing to endure financial
hardship while providing unpaid labor.

In cases where not-for-profits and government agencies cannot afford to
pay their interns but would still like to provide experiential learning
(/tag/experiential-education) opportunities to students, they should seek
to ensure their interns are compensated in some fashion. For example,
local chambers of commerce or universities may offer funding for low- or
unpaid internships.

Budgets reflect priorities, and if developing and diversifying the
government workforce of the future is a priority, then government offices
should make the investment now. It is NACE’s position that all internships
should be compensated in some fashion and for this to occur,
government agencies—both local and federal—must lead the way.
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IS IT ACCEPTABLE TO OFFER ACADEMIC CREDIT IN
LIEU OF PAY FOR AN INTERNSHIP?
Although the PBT does not explicitly state that academic credit is
compensation for the internship, this perception has been an unintended
consequence of its inclusion as Factor #3 in supporting an unpaid
classification for the internship. This implies that academic credit
functions as a type of compensation. Indeed, some employers justify
unpaid internships because students “are earning class credit instead.”
However, in nearly all cases, students purchase those academic credits,
and compensation for labor cannot be purchased by the laborer.
Therefore, NACE takes the position that academic credit alone is
insufficient as compensation and should not be used to justify an unpaid

 



internship. NACE stresses that being compensated should not preclude
students from earning academic credit. There is no reason why a student
cannot earn credit, which they purchase and work toward by
accomplishing academic goals, and monetary compensation for the labor
they contribute to their internship employer.

SHOULD CAREER CENTERS POST UNPAID
INTERNSHIP POSITIONS?
Absent any law precluding unpaid internships, this is a policy decision for
the institution and career center. NACE takes the position that, while
unpaid internships can be valuable, they are a source of inequity;
therefore, institutions and career centers are encouraged to consider how
to reduce the practice until such time as unpaid internships can be ended.

To determine whether to post the unpaid internship or not, career centers
should ask: Will this unpaid internship provide an irreplaceable stepping-
stone for this student in reaching their ultimate career goals? In
answering the question, career centers should weigh the value of the
unpaid internship position in its ability to help students explore career
paths, develop professional networks, and confirm their career goals
against the amount of time and labor required for the internship. NACE
encourages career centers to have very high expectations for the unpaid
internships they choose to post.



WHAT CAN CAREER CENTERS DO TO SUPPORT
STUDENTS WHO PURSUE UNPAID INTERNSHIPS?
NACE encourages career centers to help organize various funding streams
that can be used to help support low- and unpaid internships. Federal
work study funds, funds available pursuant to the Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act (WIOA), institutional stipend funding, and local
chamber of commerce funding are options to consider to eliminate
unpaid internships.

According to results detailed in the NACE 2022-23 Career Services
Benchmark Report (/store/2023/2023-nace-career-services-benchmarks-
report-and-dashboard), about 35% of colleges and universities reported
offering a stipend program for low- and unpaid internships, but only 2.1%
provide the stipends for any and all unpaid or low-paid internships; most
of the programs require the student to apply for competitive and limited
funding.

Although institutions administer these programs variably, they are
generally a quick and efficient way of getting money into interns’ hands.
These stipend programs should be supported by the government and
industry, not just donors and institutions of higher education as is most
common now; they should be extended to more students and increased in
amounts.
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EXPLORE OUR LATEST INTERNSHIP
RESEARCH

NACE conducts annual surveys and various quick polls to get the
pulse of what's happening in the field.

 (/store/2023/2023-
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(/store/2023/internship-and-co-op-report)

SEE ALL OF OUR RESEARCH (/RESEARCH/REPORTS)
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WHAT FEDERAL LEGISLATION DOES
NACE SUPPORT RELATED TO
INTERNSHIPS?

NACE supports several pieces of federal legislation (/about-
us/advocacy/position-statements):

NACE encourages Congress to pass the Federal Intern Protection Act
to extend legal protections to unpaid interns in the federal
government.

Further, NACE encourages federal legislation to prohibit
discrimination against unpaid interns in the private sector as well.
Several states, e.g., Oregon and Connecticut, have passed laws
protecting unpaid interns from sexual harassment and/or workplace
discrimination and could serve as models for other states and the
federal government (Rothschild and Rothschild, 2020).

Last, NACE supports a newly proposed bill with bi-partisan support in
both chambers of the U.S. Congress that is currently being referred to
as the STEM RESTART Act, (an acronym for Restoring Employment
Skills Through Targeted Assistance, Re-entry and Training). This bill
aims to provide funding to small- and medium-sized businesses to
offer paid internship programs for mid-career workers seeking to
return to the workforce or shift into a STEM career.
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HOW CAN INTERNSHIP PROGRAMS
BECOME MORE EQUITABLE?

NACE research found (/talent-acquisition/internships/paid-
internships-moving-toward-greater-equity-setting-pay) that all
college students are not equitably represented in internships
(Inequity in Internships, NACE, 2021). According to survey data
provided directly by students, women, Black, Hispanic, and first-
generation students were underrepresented in paid internships. In
2022, NACE analyzed internship data from 187 employers, and the
findings were nearly identical. Again, women, Black, and Hispanic
students were significantly underrepresented as a proportion of
paid interns.

Taken together, the research shows that white, male, and
continuing-generation students are disproportionally represented
in paid internships. The current bifurcation of paid and unpaid
internship opportunities is leading to a disparate impact on student
outcomes. Because paid internships are disproportionately going to
men, white students, and continuing generation students, these
students then go on to receive more job offers and higher starting
salaries, which compounds the disparate impact over time.

Providing paid internships or, at the very least, providing
supplementary funding through WIOA funds, federal work-study,
stipends, and similar sources for under- or unpaid internships are
the two most immediate solutions to these inequities.
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Additionally, though challenging, there is a legislative path that can
bring more equity to the internship space. This legislation would
have to revise or reject the PBT and replace it with guidance that
interns must be paid. The White House voluntarily converted its
unpaid internships to paid ones, and the 117th Congress passed a
law requiring paid internships at the U.S. State Department, and we
encourage others to follow suit.

 

DO PAID INTERNSHIPS IMPROVE
DIVERSITY IN THE WORKPLACE?

Internships are one of the main recruiting tools large employers use to
recruit entry-level college graduates. As part of their strategy, employers
strive to convert a large proportion of their student interns to full-time
employees. Moreover, interns who become employees are retained at
higher rates than other hires: 75.5% are still with the organization after
their first year on the job compared to 51.5% of non-intern employees
(NACE 2023 Internship & Co-op Report, 2023 (/store/2023/internship-
and-co-op-report)). Thus, if internship programs are paid and therefore
accessible to a wider, more inclusive pool of candidates, then they can be
an effective way of directly influencing the diversity of the company’s
incoming cohort of early career individuals. In short, if all internships were
paid, employers would be better equipped to recruit a diverse internship
cohort and resultant workforce.
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OTHER TYPES OF EXPERIENTIAL
LEARNING

WHAT IS EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING?
Experiential learning is an umbrella term for various types of work-based
experiences that usually take place outside the classroom, but which build
on, complement, and/or supplement the academic learning that takes
place inside the classroom. The various types of experiential learning



include, but are not limited to internships, co-ops, apprenticeships,
externships, practicum/clinical/field placements, job shadowing, on- or
off-campus original research projects, and on-campus work study jobs.

WHAT IS COOPERATIVE EDUCATION, I.E., CO-OP?
HOW IS A CO-OP DIFFERENT FROM AN INTERNSHIP?
Cooperative education programs, or co-ops, provide students with
multiple periods of work in which the work is related to the student’s
major or career goal. The typical program plan is for students to alternate
terms of full-time classroom study with terms of full-time, discipline-
related employment. Because the program participation involves multiple
work terms, the typical participant will work three or four work terms,
thus gaining a year or more of career-related work experience before
graduation. Virtually all co-op positions are paid, and the vast majority
involve some form of academic credit.

WHAT IS AN APPRENTICESHIP?
According to the U.S. Department of Labor, apprenticeships combine paid
on-the-job training with classroom instruction to prepare workers for
highly skilled careers. Workers benefit from apprenticeships by receiving
a skills-based education that prepares them for good-paying jobs. The
federal government supports the Registered Apprenticeship Program
(https://www.apprenticeship.gov/employers/registered-apprenticeship-
program) (RAP) to help employers and job seekers alike. For more
information about the RAP, see
www.apprenticeship.gov/employers/registered-apprenticeship-
program (http://www.apprenticeship.gov/employers/registered-
apprenticeship-program).
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