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Abstract

Students and graduates increasingly use internships as a way of developing their employability,
however, the increased incidence of remote and hybrid work has drawbacks, as well as benefits, for
interns. This paper explores interns’ experiences of doing 'virtual' internships, focusing on how it helped
their employability development, using data from over 60 interviews with stakeholders, interns and
employers in Italy and the UK. Building on insights from boundary theory and organisational
socialisation, we explore the different kinds of virtual internship activities students do, and how interns
can develop their employability in a remote context. Our findings suggest that there are different kinds
of virtual internships, each with their own challenges, that can, however, be mitigated with appropriate
interventions. Our research underscores the effectiveness of well-designed remote and hybrid
internships, emphasizing the need to mitigate anticipated challenges and provide adequate support for
a positive intern and employer experience.

Full paper

Students and graduates increasingly use internships and work-related experience as a way of developing
their employability (Anderson & Tomlinson, 2021). However, during the Covid-19 pandemic, many
internships turned virtual, and hybrid work arrangements are now widespread (over 80% of
organisations in the UK have hybrid working arrangements (CIPD, 2023)). Although remote working can
reduce some obstacles to taking part in internships and facilitate widening participation, it may also and
contribute to feelings of isolation and a blurring of home and working boundaries (Bowen, 2020). It is
also unclear how remote internships develop students’ employability. Building on insights from
boundary theory (Ashforth et al., 2000) and organisational socialisation (Lo Presti et al., 2023), this
paper explores students’ and graduates’ experiences of doing ‘virtual internships’ and their perceived
employability. Data are drawn from over 60 interviews with interns, employers and stakeholders in Italy
and the UK, collected as part of the Digit Virtual Internships project.

Boundary theory suggests that people construct boundaries around domains (e.g., work, home) and
roles within domains (e.g. manager, wife) along various dimensions (Ashforth et al., 2000). In a remote
work context, delineation between boundaries may become blurred, potentially leading to confusion



and role conflict. Organisational socialization tactics help new employees settle into the organisation.
For new labour market entrants, they also provide knowledge and skills about the work environment
enabling a broader socialisation into the work process and employability development (Kim & Moon,
2021). Because remote work can contribute towards feelings of isolation, organisational

social socialization tactics (Lo Presti et al., 2023) may be important to interns’ experience.

We complemented desk-based research on virtual internships with interviewing stakeholders (N=13),
interns (N=37) and employers (N=13). Stakeholders included representatives from HE Careers Services,
university department employability leads, placement aggregators and a virtual job simulation provider.
The interviews were transcribed an analysed in NVivo software. Transcription and analysis took place in
the source language (English and Italian) following a co-developed shared interview coding protocol and
meetings to discuss coding.

Our emerging findings suggest that the ‘virtual internship’ label contains a variety of work-related
activities in both the UK and Italy, united by the fact that they take place at least partly online. Activities
ranged from asynchronous short job task simulations to longer remote placements involving at least
some synchronicity. Design was sometimes outsourced to recruitment process outsourcing and other
times done entirely by the employer. The expected intern contribution over the course of the internship
was another differentiating factor between types of activities. Thus, we propose a new typology of
internships on the basis of (a) synchronicity as the principal axis, and (b) employer involvement in
designing and implementing the internship (Figure 1).
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An example of an asynchronous experience with low employer involvement might include virtual job
simulations. These are initially designed with some input from an employee at a particular organisation,
but once rolled out no further involvement in the delivery of the simulation. In contrast, a synchronous



experience with high employer involvement might be a remote internship on a 9-5 basis with regular
interaction between the intern and their manager. The extent of synchronicity may affect role boundary
looseness, exacerbated by feelings of isolation and lack of access to organisational knowledge. Employer
involvement in designing and delivering internships may mitigate these risks by deliberately building in
organisational socialization tactics, including social tactics.

We found that, despite a number of advantages, interns faced issues of isolation, blurred work-home
boundaries, and a more difficult environment in which to pick up on tacit knowledge, often finding
themselves in situations where they were unsure whom to ask for help. However, there were examples
of well-designed internships. Interns commented on initiatives such as networking, supervision, and
clear expectations, to address drawbacks of remote working.

Overall, we found that interns’ experiences of virtual internships were mostly positive, and that some
interns viewed the internship as an opportunity to develop their initiative and problem-solving skills.
Towards the more synchronous part of the spectrum, remote internships did not seem to affect
employer recruitment and selection (R&S) decisions, perhaps with the exception of Italy. Asynchronous
virtual work experiences earlier in the R&S process (e.g. virtual job simulations, insight days) may
improve reach, increase diversity, and enhance intern engagement during subsequent R&S.

Our research thus underscores the significance of carefully designing remote and hybrid internships,
emphasizing the need to mitigate anticipated challenges and provide adequate support for a positive
intern and employer experience for improved individual and organisational outcomes.
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