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More and more students are pursuing 
post-secondary education to get a 
better job. 

Schools firmly believe they are 
preparing students for the workforce. 
Yet, business and graduates 
themselves disagree. 

But, as noted in a previous report, 
the underemployment rate in the US 
ranges between 34 and 43 percent. 

This means nearly a third or two 
fifths of those with a post-secondary 
education are working jobs that do 
not require such high credentials.

Moreover, most “entry-level” jobs 
require several years of experience. 
So, how are students or recent 
graduates supposed to get this 
experience?

One common way for students to get 
experience is via an internship. Such 
as paid or unpaid internships. 

Students, and those who encourage 
them to take unpaid internships, 
would rarely dare to think that an 
unpaid internship would actually 
hinder a student’s odds of gaining 
employment or making money. 

But, just how helpful are paid and 
unpaid internships for students? 
Are there any differences between 
working for free and getting paid as 

a student? Is there any difference in 
starting salaries and job offer rates 
between paid and unpaid interns? 

There are also students who graduate 
and have no professional experience. 
What are their career outcomes like? 
Do they fare better or worse to their 
paid peers? What about their unpaid 
peers?

Using aggregate data gleaned from 
reports by the National Association 
of College and Employers, which 
is the best source of information at 
the moment, and other sources; this 
report examines the differences in 
starting salaries and job offer rates 
among students with differing levels 
of professional experience (i.e., paid 
interns, unpaid interns, and those 
with no internship experience). 

Ultimately making a case for the type 
of experience that makes the most 
positive impact on student’s career 
outcomes. 

Introduction

https://mariosanguinet.com/s/Report-1-Underemployment-Impacts.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/
https://www.naceweb.org/
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College (Lacking) 
Knowledge
Since 1966, UCLA’s Graduate 
School of Education and Information 
has asked first-time freshman why 
they decided to attend college 
(amongst other questions) via the 
CIRP Freshman Survey.

For most of the survey’s history, 70 
to 76 percent of freshmen said going 
to college was “very important” to 
“get a better job.” Except in 1993, 
when it reached 80 percent for the 
first time. It dropped, again, to the 
mid-to-low seventies for the next 20 
or so years.  

Here’s the actual question:

“In deciding to go to college, 
how important a reason was... 
be[ing] able to get a better job?” 

Post-Great Recession the response 
rate for the same question hasn’t 
gone below the mid-eighties. 

In 2009, 84.3 percent of first-time 
freshmen said they went to college 
to “get a better job;” in 2016, almost 
85 percent of first-time freshmen 
said the same. 

This is not an isolated finding. In 
January 2018, a Strada-Gallup 
report found 58 percent of those 
pursuing post-secondary education 
(e.g., vocational or bachelor’s 
degree) do so to start their careers 
or get a good job. 

Thus, we can safely assume most 
folks, who go to college, do it to get 
a good or better job. 

But, are recent graduates prepared 
for the world of work? That depends 
on who you ask. 

The 2014 Inside Higher Ed 
Survey of College and University 
Chief Academic Officers, asked 
administrators: 

“How would you rate the 
effectiveness of your institution 
in… preparing students for the 
world of work.”

A shocking 96 percent of Chief 
Academic Officers believed their 
schools were doing a good job 
at preparing students for the 
workforce. 

This view of students being prepared 
for the corporate world clashes 
with one of the findings of a joint 
report by Gallup and the Lumina 
Foundation, also released in 2014.

Business leaders were asked if 
graduating students were job-ready. 
Only 11 percent of businesses 
“strongly agree[d].” 

Meanwhile, 50 percent of those 
with a bachelors degree said 
more work experience during their 
undergraduate career would have 
better prepared them for the job they 
wanted, according to a 2014 Pew 
Survey.

https://gseis.ucla.edu
https://gseis.ucla.edu
https://heri.ucla.edu/cirp-freshman-survey/
https://heri.ucla.edu/cirp-freshman-survey/
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-survey
https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought
https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/pressure-provosts-2014-survey-chief-academic-officers
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/pressure-provosts-2014-survey-chief-academic-officers
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/pressure-provosts-2014-survey-chief-academic-officers
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/2013-gallup-lumina-foundation-report.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/2013-gallup-lumina-foundation-report.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/2013-gallup-lumina-foundation-report.pdf
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-cost-of-not-going-to-college/sdt-higher-education-02-11-2014-0-09/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-cost-of-not-going-to-college/sdt-higher-education-02-11-2014-0-09/
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Entry-Level 
Dilemma 
Several young adults and recent 
graduates cannot get full-time jobs 
because they need experience. But 
they cannot get experience because 
they have never had a job where 
they could acquire said experience.

At the same time, many former 
students lament that school did not 
help them attain practical knowledge 
necessary to get a job.

Yet, in 2018, a majority (61 percent) 
of “entry-level” jobs required around 
three years of experience, according 
to TalentWorks’ random sample of 
around 95,000 job posts. 

If that were not enough, it now 
takes a bachelor’s degree to get 
a job as a file clerk or a secretary, 
because many jobs have been 
“up-credentialed” over the past 
few years. This means employers 
have made it a requirement to 
have a college degree for jobs 
that previously did not need one. 
That is what a report by the labor 
market analytics firm Burning Glass 
Technologies found. 

This paradox, catch twenty-two, or 
Schrödinger’s cat-like situation, is 
beyond maddening. The mere act 
of getting experience as a student, 
recent grad, or young adult borders 
on Herculean, and it is increasingly 
becoming Sisyphean.

The Internship 
(Dis)Advantage
Critics, opponents, and naysayers 
might see this as another entitled 
Millennial whining. They might even 
say: “Well, you should have gotten 
an internship in college. That’s how 
you get experience.” I know. We all 
know. After all, Derek Thompson, 
Senior Editor at the Atlantic, noted: 

“Internships have become an 
inextricable part of the college 
experience and a pre-req for 
post-graduate employment.”

And since over 58 percent of 
those pursuing a post-secondary 
education and over 80 percent of 
first-time freshmen want a better job 
out of their education, they will likely 
be expected to have completed an 
unpaid internship. Because paid 
internships require some level of 
experience, lucky break, or some 
type of network.

These constraints put young 
adults in a bind. How else are they 
supposed to get the three years of 
experience most employers want in 
their new hires?

However, anyone who has applied 
for any internship is familiar with one 
of the following scenarios:

1. You need to have some field/
practical experience to get the 
internship; or

https://talent.works/2018/03/28/the-science-of-the-job-search-part-iii-61-of-entry-level-jobs-require-3-years-of-experience/
https://talent.works/2018/03/28/the-science-of-the-job-search-part-iii-61-of-entry-level-jobs-require-3-years-of-experience/
https://talent.works/2018/03/28/the-science-of-the-job-search-part-iii-61-of-entry-level-jobs-require-3-years-of-experience/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/20/business/college-degree-required-by-increasing-number-of-companies.html
https://www.vox.com/2014/9/9/6117635/why-you-need-a-bachelors-degree-to-be-a-secretary-today
https://www.burning-glass.com/research-project/credentials-gap/
https://www.burning-glass.com/
https://www.burning-glass.com/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/05/work-is-work-why-free-internships-are-immoral/257130/
https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought
https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought
https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-survey
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-survey
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2. You are beaten out by someone 
who has more experience; or 

3. You are beaten out by someone 
who has a stronger network; or

4. You are offered an unpaid 
position (and if you jump through 
the right academic/administrative 
hoops you will probably get 
academic credit for it. If you 
cannot get credit, you might not 
be able to do the internship so 
you cannot get experience.)

These categories will be broken 
down in a moment. For now, there 
are a few things to discern, but the 
Matthew Effect is at the root of it all. 

The Matthew Effect is a sociological 
concept that stems from the Bible’s 
book of Matthew 25:29, RSV:

“For to every one who has will 
more be given, and he will have 
abundance; but from him who 
has not, even what he has will be 
taken away.”

In short, the Matthew Effect 
suggests those who have 
opportunities will keep having more 
of them, while those who do not 
have opportunities will have less 
of them (e.g., why/how the rich get 
richer, and the poor get poorer). 

Internships, paid or unpaid, have 
become a matter of access and 
opportunity. But for the most part, 
unpaid internships are a matter of 
privilege.

The Matthew 
Effect
The first instance: “some level of 
experience is required to get the 
internship.” Many college students 
can and will apply for internships 
and jobs but it is likely that hiring 
managers will not even look at their 
application because they do not 
have experience. 

Right off the bat, a prospective 
student does not meet the basic 
qualifications to get an interview. So, 
many will not bother to apply, and 
those who do are unlikely to get the 
position (i.e., those who do not have 
will have less).

The second instance: “the student 
who already has the experience gets 
the position” (i.e., those who have 
will keep on having). There is nothing 
wrong with offering the position to 
someone who is more qualified. 
After all, who would not want to hire 
someone who already knows what 
they are doing? 

But, if the point of an internship 
is to get experience, why give 
it to someone who already has 
experience? Why not offer that 
student a better paying job and title 
instead of an internship? 

The third instance: “someone who 
has a stronger network” (i.e., those 
who have will keep on having). 
First-generation college students, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_effect
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/05/opinion/breaking-a-cycle-that-allows-privilege-to-go-to-privileged.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/05/opinion/breaking-a-cycle-that-allows-privilege-to-go-to-privileged.html
https://thehill.com/opinion/finance/387537-unpaid-internships-unfairly-favor-the-wealthy
https://thehill.com/opinion/finance/387537-unpaid-internships-unfairly-favor-the-wealthy
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minority students, or otherwise 
disenfranchised/disadvantaged 
students do not have the benefit of 
large networks. 

Many marginalized students are 
navigating the institution as they 
go. Moreover, they will not have 
much guidance or know a lot of 
people outside of their immediate 
family or friend group. Thus, they 
are less likely to hear/learn about 
or participate in a prestigious or 
advantageous internship because 
they do not have the ties and 
connections necessary to do so.

Furthermore, internships are also 
opportunities to grow and develop a 
professional network. So not being 
able to get an internship because 
of a small network, only propagates 
this cycle of inequality.

Finally, the fourth instance: “a 
student is offered an ‘unpaid 
internship.’” Now, the student can 
finally get some experience, which 
seems to be all the rage, provided 
the logistics and financials make 
sense. After all, experience on its 
own does not pay the bills.

If the college degree used to be the 
ticket to a well-paying job in the 
working world, the unpaid internship 
has become the VIP all-access pass. 

Almost everyone would like one. 
But, only a select few can afford 
them. That is what makes the all-
access pass so special.

Credit/No Credit
Yet, one of the most egregious 
offenses on the unpaid internship 
front are those requiring academic 
credit. In these cases, a student has 
to navigate the bureaucracy of a 
college. 

Part of why academic credit 
internships are egregious and 
appalling is because students have 
to pay for a special course that will 
allow them to receive credit for their 
internship. Put differently, students 
are paying to work for free.

That is like paying your gardener 
so you can drive yourself, in your 
car, with your gas money, to do 
yard work at someone else’s house. 
Meanwhile, your yard gets neglected 
because you and your gardener are 
tending to someone else’s lawn. No 
grown adult would do this.

Yet, we expect students to jump at 
these opportunities. Sometimes, 
even make them a graduation 
requirement. While the intention of 
trying to get students to seek and 
attain professional experience is 
remarkable; its current execution 
and application are beyond dreadful.

Zach Schonfeld from Newsweek 
captures the essence of this 
experience quandary with his 
conclusion:

“Students are too terrified of the 
job market [and are] seduced 

http://www.newsweek.com/internships-where-you-do-real-work-free-are-illegal-colleges-havent-treated-them-229349


9
Attaining Experience | Sanguinet

by the ubiquitous promise of 
‘exposure,’ that mythical elixir to 
cure all labor wrongs and wash 
away unemployment woes.” 

Students take on unpaid internships 
because they know, or heard one of 
their peers did it and they achieved 
some level of success. Often 
students enroll in courses to be a 
part of an unpaid internship because 
their school requires them to do so 
as a graduation requirement.

1 For instance, the data for salary and job offer rate 
is only available for certain years and at times the way 
it is labeled or collected is not consistent with previous 
or future years. Moreover, NACE’s research only surveys 
students before graduation. Additionally, NACE does 
not look into the impact of unpaid internships after 
graduation.

Opportunity, Costs  
However, students seldom, if 
ever, question the circumstances 
that might have led to an unpaid 
internship. Or if in fact, it was 
because of an unpaid internship that 
their peers achieved success. 

Since 2007 the National Association 
of Colleges and Employers, the 
organization that researches 
education and hiring trends in the 
US, has been tracking the rate of 
employment of college students 
across the country. 

But the report for the Class of 2011 
was the first time NACE asked for 
any internship information. However,  
all of NACE’s published reports are 
aggregated data. Moreover, the way 
data NACE collects and labels data 
varies from year to year1.

Still, analyzing NACE’s aggregated 
data reveals certain patterns and 
trends. And, this data can be 
used to see how different levels of 
professional experience impacts a 
student’s career outcomes. 

More specifically, this NACE data 
can be used to assess a student’s 
starting salaries and their odds of 
getting a full-time job offer given 
their levels of experience.

Around 61 percent of 
“entry-level” jobs require 
at least three years 
experience... [and it] 
now takes a bachelor’s 
degree to get a job as a 
file clerk or secretary.

***

The mere act of getting 
work experience 
as a recent grad or 
young adult borders 
on Herculean, and it’s 
increasingly becoming 
Sisyphean.

https://www.naceweb.org/about-us/
https://www.naceweb.org/about-us/
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Opportunity, Costs 
(Earnings)
Let’s start by looking at the median 
starting salaries of students with 
different ranges of professional 
experience or work experience (i.e., 
paid internships, unpaid internships, 
and no internships). 

These numbers come from NACE’s 
Student Survey from 2014 through 
2016, since those were the only 
years where this aggregated data 
was provided. 

Median Starting Salary by 
Type of Experience

Earnings Paid Internship vs. 
Unpaid Internship

Perhaps the biggest difference in 
first-time salary earnings came when 
formerly paid interns were compared 
to unpaid interns. 

Relative to their unpaid 
counterparts, paid interns made: 

•	 A little over 1.4 times more 
(1.42x) in the private sector. 

•	 Almost 1.25 times more (1.24x) 
in	the	nonprofit	sector.	

•	 And an average 1.15 times 
more in local and federal 
government (1.16x and 1.14x, 
respectively).

Overall, paid interns began their 
careers with a strong financial 
footing, with higher starting salaries 
than those who were unpaid.

Earnings Unpaid Internship 
vs. No Internship 
Meanwhile, the starting salary 
difference between an unpaid intern 
and someone with no internship 
experience is almost non-existing. 

Compared to those with no 
experience, unpaid interns made: 

•	 The same (1x) in the private 
sector.

•	 Somewhat	less	in	the	nonprofit	
sector, (0.85x) and local 
government (0.90x).

•	 About the same in federal 
government (1.05x).

Earning wise, inexperienced 
graduates fare almost as well as 
those with unpaid experience. 
Meanwhile, those who worked 
for free while giving back to the 
community ended up earning less 
on their first jobs in nonprofits and 
local government.

Earnings Paid Internship vs. 
No Internship

Finally, let’s look at the earning 
differential between those who were 
paid interns and those who never 
had an internship.
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Paid interns had moderately 
higher earnings (relative to those 
with no experience): 

•	 Making 1.4 times more (1.4x) in 
the private sector 

•	 About	the	same,	in	nonprofits	
(1.05x) and local government 
(1.03x)

•	 And 1.2 times more (1.2x) in the 
federal government.

Overall, those with paid experience 
earned slightly more. 

Earnings Results
The salary difference between a paid 
and unpaid intern can be anywhere 
between $2,000 to $19,000 if figures 
are compared to the same industry 
in the same year. 

For instance,

• A 2015 paid internship in the 
private sector ($53,521). 

 vs.

• A 2015 unpaid internship in the 
private sector ($34,375). 

Figure 1
Data from the National Association of College and Employers via the Student Surveys for the 
Classes of 2014, 2015 and 2016.
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But, this range can be anywhere 
from a few hundred dollars to up 
to $22,000 if compared across 
industries in different years. 

For instance,

• A 2015 unpaid internship in 
nonprofit ($31,443).

vs. 

• A 2014 paid internship in the 
private sector ($54,304). 

Based on this evidence, it appears 
unpaid internships put students at 

a financial disadvantage, because 
those working for free will earn less 
on their first job. 

Especially since those with no 
experience earned just as much as 
those who had unpaid experience. 

Not to mention the income loss 
unpaid students experienced while 
were working for free (as well as 
other life expenses).

And as the Matthew Effect notes 
(dis)advantages beget more (dis)
advantages, which is also the case 
here because a 2015 report from the 
New York Federal Reserve found, 

“the bulk of earnings growth 
happens during the first decade 
[of employment]” 

So, a person’s first starting salary 
is crucial since all raises and 
promotions will be based on it. 

And since earning potential is 
established in the first 10 years on 
the job market, those who work for 
free miss out on a significant portion 
of their lifetime earnings because 
their first salary is notably lower.

Still, the only way someone can get 
a starting salary, is if they first get a 
job offer...

If the college degree 
used to be the ticket 
to a well-paying job in 
the working world, the 
unpaid internship has 
become the VIP all-
access pass. 

Almost everyone would 
like one. But, only a 
select few can afford 
them. That’s what 
makes the all-access 
pass so special.

https://moneydotcomvip.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/sr710.pdf
https://moneydotcomvip.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/sr710.pdf
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Opportunity, Costs 
(Job	Offers)
The other aspect that is rarely 
addressed is that unpaid internships 
are less likely to help students land a 
full-time job. 

In 2016, Danielle Held analyzed 
NACE’s internship data from 2011 to 
2015 for her master’s thesis2. Toward 
the middle of her results section, 
Held states that, 

“a student who has a paid 
internship experience on [their] 
resume is 1.9 times as likely to 
receive a full-time job offer as a 
student who did not complete a 
paid internship.” 

So, if students want to double their 
odds of getting a full-time job offer 
before graduation, they should be 
paid interns. 

However, in her research Held 
clusters all industries together and 
does not distinguish between them 
(e.g., local government, private 
sector). Instead, she solely focuses 
on the overall difference between 
paid and unpaid internships. 

Thus, it would be useful and helpful 
to look at the offer rate across 
industries and experiences.

2 Since NACE provided the data, Held’s results were also limited to students surveyed before graduation, 
which she acknowledges as well.
3 These offer rates are only from students surveyed before graduation. Moreover, the way NACE collected, 
aggregated and labeled the data was not always consistent over time. So, this is the best estimation based on the 
data that is readily available. 

Here is the breakdown of students 
and their offer rate percentage3 
based on NACE’s Student Survey 
from 2013 through 2016.

Full-Time	Job	Offer	Rates	
by Type of Experience 

Offer	Rate	Paid	Internship	vs.	
Unpaid Internship 
Those who got paid (versus those 
who were not) were:

•	 A little over 1.6 times more 
(1.62x)	likely	to	get	a	job	offer	
in the private sector. 

•	 About 1.25 times more likely to 
get	a	job	offer	in	the	nonprofit	
sector (1.26x) and local 
government (1.25x). 

•	 Exactly 1.3 times more (1.3x) 
likely	to	get	a	job	offer	in	the	
federal government.

Paid internships were significantly 
better at getting students job offers 
than unpaid internships.

Offer	Rate	Unpaid	Internship	
vs. No Internship

Meanwhile, there was almost 
no difference in the likelihood of 
employment between those with 
no internship experience and 

https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1040792/Held_georgetown_0076M_13212.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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unpaid internships. Except for local 
government, where it seemed like 
having an unpaid internship slightly 
lowered the odds of employment. 

Those with no experience (versus 
unpaid interns) were: 

•	 About as likely to get a job 
offer	(1.09x)	in	the	private	
sector and federal government

•	 About as likely to get a job 
offer	(1.04x)	in	nonprofits.

•	 Slightly less likely (0.98x) to get 
a	job	offer	in	local	government.

It appears, unpaid internships are 
almost as good as no internships in 
getting someone a full-time job offer. 

Offer	Rate	Paid	Internship	vs.	
No Internship

While the difference between no 
internship and unpaid internship is 
virtually negligible. There is a stark 
difference between those who had 
a paid internship and those with no 
experience at all. 

Comparing those who got paid 
(versus those with no experience) 
were:

•	 A little over 1.75 times more 
(1.77x)	likely	to	get	a	job	offer	
in the private sector. 

•	 About 1.3 times (1.31x) more 
likely	to	get	a	job	offer	in	
nonprofits.	

•	 Almost 1.25 times more (1.23x) 
likely to get a job in local 
government. 

•	 Slightly over 1.4 times (1.42x) 
more	likely	to	get	a	job	offer	in	
the federal government.

Those who had paid internship 
experiences were much more 
likely to get a full-time job offer 
than someone with no internship 
experience.

Unpaid internships put 
students at a financial 

disadvantage [for] their 
first starting salary.

*** 

[Moreover,] earning 
potential is established 
in the first 10 years on 

the job market, [so] 
those who work for free 
miss out on a significant 

portion of their lifetime 
earnings because their 

first salary is notably 
lower.
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Job	Offer	Results
Based on NACE’s 2013 to 2016 
data and this analysis of said data, 
students who were paid interns got 
job offers at higher rates than those 
with other types of experience.

Moreover, it appears that taking 
in an unpaid internship makes 
a student less appealing to a 
prospective employer (regardless 
of industry), because those who 
worked for free were less likely to 
get a job offer than those who had 
been paid. 

Meanwhile, those who never had 
any type of internship were almost 
as likely to receive a job offer as 
someone with an unpaid internship. 
But much less likely to get an offer 
when compared to someone with 
paid experience.

So, the only type of internships that 
should be allowed, encouraged and 
required are paid internships, for the 
professional, financial, and overall 
future wellbeing of the students 
partaking in them.

Figure 2
Data from the National Association of College and Employers via the Student Surveys for the 
Classes of 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016.
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Course Correction 
One caveat of NACE’s research is 
that it only surveys students before 
graduation. Furthermore, NACE 
does not look into the impact of 
unpaid internships after graduation. 

There is language similar to this 
going back to their 2014 Student 
Survey Report, but the 2016 Student 
Survey Report captures it best: 

“It is important to stress that the 
scope of this survey is limited 
to students’ experience in the 
months prior to graduation, 
and therefore it can make no 
determination about how these 
types of internship experiences 
may or may not benefit job-
seeking students in the months 
after graduation.”

So, in January 2015 NACE put out 
a call for research proposals. This 
was an attempt to address the 
limitations of NACE’s own research. 
It asked respondents to explore the 
relationship between internships and 
career outcomes. NACE funded a 
handful of studies that looked into 
this relationship and made them 
available to the public. 

These reports deviate from NACE’s 
usual snapshot survey, by focusing 
on a single school (e.g., Mount 
Holyoke College, University of 
Georgia, and Endicott College) over 
a few years and surveying alumni.

University of Georgia – 
Internship Report
The University of Georgia report 
looked the impacts of  paid and 
unpaid internships on career 
outcomes. They found unpaid 
internships negatively correlated to a 
student’s salary, employment status 
and career satisfaction. Adding that,

“students completing an unpaid 
internship the year before 
graduation were more likely to 
be still seeking employment 
six months after receiving their 
degree.” 

So, taking an unpaid internship as a 
junior increased a student’s odds of 
still being on the job hunt half a year 
after graduating. 

Some upsides: unpaid internships 
allowed students to discern how and 
where they would like to work (e.g., 

NACE data suggests 
unpaid interns were less 

likely to get a job offer 
than paid interns.

Yet, unpaid interns 
and those with no 

experience received job 
offers at similar rates.

http://career.sa.ucsb.edu/sites/career.sa.ucsb.edu/files/docs/handouts/2014-student-survey.pdf
http://career.sa.ucsb.edu/sites/career.sa.ucsb.edu/files/docs/handouts/2014-student-survey.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/pages/about-us/nace-foundation-call-for-proposals.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/job-market/internships/nace-center-current-research/
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-unpaid-internships-and-early-career-outcomes.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf
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industry), and gave them a better 
understanding of their academic 
coursework.

Mount Holyoke College – 
Internship Report
Meanwhile, the report by Mount 
Holyoke College, mentions a variety 
of conditions under which students 
participated in internships, such as 
internships paid by the employer; 
internships paid by the school; or 
unpaid internships.

However, the report also noted that, 

“being an international student, 
identifying as Asian-American or 
Latinx, having a natural science 
major, having a higher GPA, 
and participating in reflection 
curriculum all increase the 
likelihood of participation in 
[multiple] internships compared 
to doing only one”

Conversely, those with majors 
in social science, humanities, 
interdisciplinary studies and low 
GPA were more likely to participate 
in unpaid internships.

Despite this, the Mount Holyoke 
report found minimal evidence to 
support the argument that paid 
internships are better at helping 
someone become employed than 
unpaid internships. 

In the conclusion the authors note: 

“total number of internships and 

GPA... are the most important 
predictors of initial career 
outcomes. In fact, students 
with... one employer-paid 
internship or... one unpaid 
internship were twice as likely 
as those with a college-funded 
internship to complete [multiple] 
internships.”

To sum up, the most relevant factors 
on whether someone was employed 
or in graduate school six months 
after graduation was their GPA, and 
how many internships someone had, 
regardless of compensation.  

Endicott College – 
Internship Report
Then there is the Endicott College 
report, which looked at paid 
internships; unpaid internship; and 
unpaid internships with non-financial 
compensation (e.g., parking passes, 
transportation stipends).

However, the authors were more 
definitive on their assessment, 
asserting that: 

“graduates who completed full-
time unpaid internships are just 
as likely to advance in their salary 
levels five years after graduation” 

So, five years after graduating it did 
not matter if an Endicott College 
student worked for free or not. 
However, they do not provide data 
on their student’s income.

http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-unpaid-internships-and-early-career-outcomes.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-unpaid-internships-and-early-career-outcomes.pdf
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They also found unpaid internships 
added value to both the candidate 
and the company, after speaking 
with employers. Adding that when 
considering who to hire, employers 
do not favor someone with a paid 
internship on their resume over 
someone with an unpaid internship.

New York Univeristy – 
Internship Report
Finally, NYU’s report, which is 
different from the previous ones 
since it surveyed 25 colleges across 
the US and only focused on liberal 
arts students who graduated from 
2008 through 2014. 

Every respondent had graduated 
at the time of the survey. The 
researches concluded that, 

“an internship (regardless of 
compensation) does impact 
short-term and longer-term 
career success.” 

Paid interns found a job faster, 
usually within three months after 
graduating; while those with unpaid 
internships took three to six months 
after commencement to land a job. 

Additionally, NYU’s report was the 
only one that provided concrete 
salary figures. 

For their first full-time job, those who 
only paid internships on their resume 
had the highest starting salary. 

Meanwhile, those with only unpaid 

Independent research is 
disparate and fraught... 

• University of Georgia: 
unpaid internships 
don’t lead to 
employment.

• Mt. Holyoke College: 
quantity, not type, of 
internship (and GPA) 
determines post-
graduation destiny.

• Endicott College: 
there’s no difference 
between paid and 
unpaid internships, 
in job placement or 
earnings five years 
after graduation.

• NYU: paid interns got 
jobs faster and made 
more than their unpaid 
peers. Inexperienced 
grads earned less.

http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-success-of -liberal-arts-graduates.pdf
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internships earned about $3,500 
less a year, compared to those 
who had a mix of paid and unpaid 
experiences on their resume; and 
made almost $8,000 less per year 
than those who only had paid 
internships. 

The upside for these liberal arts 
grads who worked for free was 
that they got hired faster and 
earned about $1,900 more a year 
than someone with no internship 
experience. 

Overall, graduates who had any type 
of internship earned about $2,000 

more a year. But these differences 
disappear over time, allegedly. 

Caveats
Despite the insights of these reports 
they are still, largely, isolated 
accounts. This is problematic for a 
few different reasons.

Schools admitted that most of the 
response rates were low, as such, 
the sample sizes were small. 

More importantly, the findings and 
results from one school seem to 
contradict each other.
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Figure 3
Data from the National Association of College and Employers, via Salary Trends Through 
Salary Survey: A Historical Perspective on Starting Salaries for New College Graduates

https://www.naceweb.org
https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/compensation/salary-trends-through-salary-survey-a-historical-perspective-on-starting-salaries-for-new-college-graduates/ 
https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/compensation/salary-trends-through-salary-survey-a-historical-perspective-on-starting-salaries-for-new-college-graduates/ 
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“Show Me the 
Money!” 
To put NYU’s salary numbers into 
context, it would be useful to know 
how much recent graduates made 
on their first jobs. 

Thankfully, NACE lists the salaries 
of college graduates going back to 
1965 up until 2015. 

Over the last fifty years, the inflation-
adjusted salary for college graduates 
has varied a lot. The average salary 
peaked at $59,169 in 1969 and fell 
as low as $44,560 in 1994.

Yet, the inflation-adjusted difference 
between the 1965 salary ($47,442) 
and the 2015 salary ($50,219) is 
about $3,000, which is almost 
negligible.  If anything, the trend line 
suggest the first-time salaries for 
college graduates are decreasing.

Using these figures as a reference, 
along with the aforementioned 
NYU data, would yield the 
following salaries of those who had 
internships. 

From 2008 to 2014, the inflation-
adjusted salary for a college 
graduate ranged from $45,100 
in 2012 (the lowest salary in that 
time frame, and the second lowest 
salary of all time) to $53,450 in 2009 
(the highest salary within that time 
frame). 

So, shaving off $3,500 to $8,000 

(since that is how much an 
internship may cost someone in 
their first job, at least in the liberal 
arts) the ranges drop to $37,300 and 
$45,500. 

The reports by Mount Holyoke 
College, University of Georgia, and 
Endicott College mentioned earnings 
in passing, but they provide minimal 
data on it. 

Unfortunately, the first of these 
reports examining the relationship 
between internships, job placement 
and first time salaries was not 
published until December 2016; 
while NYU’s report was published on 
September 2018.

So, it is peculiar to see that in March 
2016 NACE released a statement 
saying: 

“Students who took paid 
internships… were more likely 
to receive an offer of full-time 
employment and a higher salary 
offer from their employers than… 
students who took unpaid 
internships.”

However, this claim was made 
by only looking at the class of 
2015. Again, NACE’s research 
has historically only focused on 
what happens to students before 
graduation, not after. 

Regardless, it should come as no 
surprise that being compensated for 
one’s work, whether internship or 
not, matters.  

https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/compensation/salary-trends-through-salary-survey-a-historical-perspective-on-starting-salaries-for-new-college-graduates/
https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/compensation/salary-trends-through-salary-survey-a-historical-perspective-on-starting-salaries-for-new-college-graduates/
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-unpaid-internships-and-early-career-outcomes.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/free-report/2018-nace-the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-success-of -liberal-arts-graduates.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org/job-market/internships/paid-interns-co-ops-see-greater-offer-rates-and-salary-offers-than-their-unpaid-classmates/
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Conclusion 
Colleges administrators, business 
leaders and students have all 
differing ideas of how well higher 
education is preparing students for 
the workforce. 

Over nine-in-ten chief academic 
officers believed college was 
preparing students for the world of 
work.

Yet, one-in-ten business executives 
thought the same. 

And, one-in-two college graduates 
wished for more work experience 
during school, to be better prepared 
for the field.

But, it is not just a matter of schools 
having unrealistic expectations on 
how well they are preparing students 
for life after college. 

Business are guilty of this as well, 
since a vast majority of employers 
want three-years of job experience 
for an “entry-level” job.

One of the ways recent graduates 
attempt to get this experience 
employers want, is via internships. 
Except, not all internship are created 
equal, nor do they all have the same 
benefits. 

Up until now, the research on 
the benefits and outcomes of 
internships had been scattered. 
By analyzing the first-time salaries 

and full-time job offers of those 
with varying types of professional 
work experience, this report has 
attempted to outline how unpaid 
internships are detrimental for 
students. 

Overall, those who had paid 
internships began their careers with 
higher starting salaries. Earning 
anywhere from 1.15x to 1.4x more 
than their unpaid peers in the same 
industries.

For the most part, graduates with 
no internship experience earned 
about as much as those who worked 
for free. In fact, unpaid interns can 
earn 0.85x to 1.05x times as much, 
which can be slightly less to about 
the same, when compared to their 
inexperienced colleagues.

But, paid interns had slightly 
to moderately higher earnings, 
compared to those with no 
experience. Ranging from 1.03x to 
1.4x more than their inexperienced 
peers in the similar industries.  

In terms of actual cost, one estimate 
by NYU suggests that depending on 
the type of internship experience a 
liberal arts graduate had, they can 
lose anywhere between $3,500 to 
$8,000 in their first salary. 

However, those with no experience, 
seem to lose an additional $2,000. 
(No data on internships for STEM 
majors or non-liberal arts grad was 
found or available at the time of this 
writing.)
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When just looking at the difference 
in job offers between paid and 
unpaid interns, students who were 
paid interns were almost 2x as likely 
to get a full-time job offer, according 
to Held.

But, taking a closer look across 
industries and experience levels, 
there is a more nuanced picture. 

Paid interns were 1.25x to 1.62x 
more likely to be offered job than 
an unpaid intern, depending on the 
industry.

Meanwhile, those who had no 
experience were almost as likely 
to get a job offer than those who 
worked for free. Anywhere from 
0.98x to 1.09x as likely to receive 
and employment opportunity.

Finally, those with paid experience 
were offered jobs at significantly 
higher rates than those with no 
experience. So paid interns were 
anywhere from 1.23x to 1.77x more 
likely to get a full-time job offer, than 
an inexperienced peer, depending 
on the industry.

Thus the recommendation would be 
the following ban unpaid internships. 
Free labor is not as beneficial to 
students, since it leads to lower 
starting salaries and lower job offers. 

Inexperience is almost as good 
as unpaid experience. But paid 
experience is the best experience. 
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Notes
College (Lacking) Knowledge 

p. 5 – via the CIRP Freshman Survey; https://heri.ucla.edu/cirp-freshman-survey/

p. 5 – most of the survey’s history; https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-
survey

p. 5 – a Strada-Gallup report found; https://go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought

p. 5 – The 2014 Inside Higher Ed Survey of College and University Chief Academic 
Officers; https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/pressure-provosts-2014-
survey-chief-academic-officers

p. 5 – a joint report by Gallup and the Lumina Foundation; https://www.
luminafoundation.org/files/resources/2013-gallup-lumina-foundation-report.pdf

p. 5 – a 2014 Pew Survey; https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-
cost-of-not-going-to-college/sdt-higher-education-02-11-2014-0-09/

Entry-Level Dilemma

p. 6 – according to TalentWorks’ random sample of around 95,000 job posts; https://
talent.works/2018/03/28/the-science-of-the-job-search-part-iii-61-of-entry-level-jobs-
require-3-years-of-experience/

p. 6 – a job as a file clerk;https://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/20/business/college-
degree-required-by-increasing-number-of-companies.html

p. 6 – or a secretary; https://www.vox.com/2014/9/9/6117635/why-you-need-a-
bachelors-degree-to-be-a-secretary-today

p. 6 – That’s what a report; https://www.burning-glass.com/research-project/
credentials-gap/

The Internship (Dis)Advantage

p. 6 – over 58 percent of those pursuing a post-secondary education; https://
go.stradaeducation.org/on-second-thought

p. 6 – and over 80 percent of first-time freshmen; https://www.chronicle.com/
interactives/freshmen-survey
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p. 7 – but the Matthew Effect is at the root of it all; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Matthew_effect

p. 7 – those who have opportunities will keep having more of them, while those who do 
not have opportunities will have less of them; http://www.nytimes.com/2004/08/10/us/
crucial-unpaid-internships-increasingly-separate-the-haves-from-the-have-nots.html

p. 7 – a matter of access and opportunity; https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/05/
opinion/breaking-a-cycle-that-allows-privilege-to-go-to-privileged.html

p. 7 – unpaid internships are a matter of privilege; https://thehill.com/opinion/
finance/387537-unpaid-internships-unfairly-favor-the-wealthy

Credit/No Credit

p. 8 – Zach Schonfeld from Newsweek captures; http://www.newsweek.com/
internships-where-you-do-real-work-free-are-illegal-colleges-havent-treated-
them-229349

Opportunity, Costs (Earnings)

 Earnings Results

p. 12 – a 2015 report from the New York Federal Reserve; https://moneydotcomvip.
files.wordpress.com/2015/05/sr710.pdf

Opportunity,	Costs	(Job	Offers)

p. 13 – her master’s thesis; https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/
bitstream/handle/10822/1040792/Held_georgetown_0076M_13212.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Course Correction

p. 16 – 2014 Student Survey Report; http://career.sa.ucsb.edu/sites/career.sa.ucsb.
edu/files/docs/handouts/2014-student-survey.pdf

p. 16 – NACE put out a call for research proposals; https://www.naceweb.org/
uploadedfiles/pages/about-us/nace-foundation-call-for-proposals.pdf

p. 16 – made them available to the public; http://www.naceweb.org/job-market/
internships/nace-center-current-research/
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 University of Georgia – Internship Report

p. 16 – The University of Georgia report; http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/
files/2016/guide/the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-development.pdf

 Mount Holyoke College – Internship Report

p. 17 – the report by Mount Holyoke College; http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/
files/2017/publication/report/2017-nace-impact-of-internships-on-liberal-arts-report.
pdf

 Endicott College – Internship Report

p. 17 – the Endicott College report; http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/
publication/free-report/2018-nace-unpaid-internships-and-early-career-outcomes.pdf

 New York University – Internship Report

p. 18 – Finally, NYU’s report; http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/
publication/free-report/2018-nace-the-impact-of-unpaid-internships-on-career-
success-of -liberal-arts-graduates.pdf

“Show Me the Money!”

p. 20 – going back to 1965 up until 2015; https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/
compensation/salary-trends-through-salary-survey-a-historical-perspective-on-
starting-salaries-for-new-college-graduates/

p. 20 – NACE released a statement saying; http://www.naceweb.org/job-market/
internships/paid-interns-co-ops-see-greater-offer-rates-and-salary-offers-than-their-
unpaid-classmates/
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