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Abstract      

This research examines how the relationships between workplace supervisors and 

business student interns enhance graduate employability in the context of higher 

education (HE) in Australia. The massification of HE in Australia has created a significant 

increase in university graduates that has not been matched by the same increase in 

graduate jobs (Artess, Hooley, & Mellors-Bourne, 2017). Stakeholder concerns about 

acceptable employability outcomes and acceptable professional outcomes for university 

graduates (Coates, 2015; W. Green, Hammer, & Star, 2009; C. Smith, Ferns, Russell, & 

Cretchely, 2014) has necessitated a collaboration between universities and industry, that 

includes internships (S. Kinash, L. Crane, M. Judd, & C. Knight, 2016b), to assist 

graduates to gain work experience that employers deem important when recruiting 

graduates (Jackson & Collings, 2018). Research in Australia and elsewhere has found that 

one of the most important contributors to a successful internship experience is the 

workplace supervisor (Beard & Morton, 1999; Jackson, 2015a; Rowe, Mackaway, & 

Winchester-Seeto, 2012; Small, 2015). Much research has been conducted in several 

countries outside of Australia that involves workplace supervisors who participate in 

internship programs, for example, Bilsland, Nagy, and Smith (2014) conducted 

quantitative research in Vietnam that indicated that the workplace supervisors surveyed 

about their business student interns, were, in general, satisfied with their performance on 

employability skills measures. In the United States of America, Gault, Leach, and Duey 

(2010) conducted a quantitative study involving employers and undergraduate business 

students about the perceived value of the internship experience. The authors found that 

undergraduate business students are perceived to be better prepared to enter the job 

market and achieve their personal income objectives if they have had an internship 

experience. 

In Australia, research involving workplace supervisors, while emerging, is still in 

its infancy (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) conducted a 

qualitative study with workplace supervisors, students and university staff from the Work 

Integrated Learning (WIL) department. The research related to the supervision of students 

enrolled in WIL programs, including internships. One outcome from that research was 

that the approach taken by workplace supervisors needed to be centred around building 

relationships with students, making them feel comfortable and better support them by 

being available. While the above research has contributed to knowledge about workplace 
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supervisors supervising student interns, there is a gap relating to understanding the 

relationships between the two cohorts and how such relationships may enhance student 

interns’ employability upon graduation. To address this gap the main research question 

asked was: ‘How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability?’ 

The research was underpinned by a theoretical framework that incorporated the 

long-standing Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964). SET is considered a strong 

analytical framework to understand the relationships between employees and employers 

(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). SET was supported by Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules of 

reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and competition to 

address the research questions. The research adopted an interpretivist approach and used 

the qualitative method of semi-structured interviews with 20 workplace supervisors and 

24 business student interns. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data and NVivo 

11 was also used to add to the reliability of the analysis. The findings of this study make 

numerous contributions to theory and to practice. Firstly, on a theoretical basis, this is the 

first study in Australia to examine how the relationships between workplace supervisors 

and business student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability. Further, a key 

finding from this study was that the altruistic behaviours of workplace supervisors toward 

their business student interns, complemented by workplace supervisors’ understanding 

and patience in the process, was the reason that strong professional relationships 

developed, that lead to student interns experiencing a successful internship which in turn 

enhanced their employability. Prior research argued that internships are based on the 

notion of reciprocity (Patrick et al., 2009; P. Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 2012). 

From a practical viewpoint, the findings from this research if applied, will see 

contemporary students enjoy and gain more from the introduction of improved 

internships, and placed with workplace supervisors who are better suited to the job at 

hand and supervising for the benefit of the students as well as their own intrinsic rewards 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Finally, this research provides a solid platform for future 

research in this emerging field of study in Australia.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis is about the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns in the context of higher education (HE) business internship programs in 

Australia, and how those relationships enhance the student interns’ graduate 

employability. Workplace supervisors are an important addition to research in graduate 

employability, however such research is in its infancy in Australia (Winchester-Seeto, 

Rowe, & Mackaway, 2016). Workplace supervisors are considered vital contributors to 

workplace learning (J. Smith & Smith, 2010) because of the expansion of HE in Australia, 

and the impact this expansion has had on university qualifications, in particular graduate 

employability. This has led universities to seek out solutions that assist students to meet 

employer demands, and workplace supervisors play an important role in assisting 

universities to achieve their goals (Jackson, 2015b). The following information provides 

the context for why the research described in this thesis is important. 

1.2 Background to the Research 

Major reforms to the HE system in Australia from 1988 to 2008 were undertaken 

with the goal to develop a highly skilled workforce (Bradley, 2008; Dawkins, 1988, 1990; 

Nelson, 2003). The Australian government committed to the development of a long-term 

strategy in which equity objectives were a principal concern of management planning and 

review in the HE sectors. The goal was to provide an opportunity for Australians from all 

groups in society to participate in HE. There were concerns that groups considered 

disadvantaged financially or in other ways, faced barriers to participate in HE. Such 

barriers limited the capacity of Australia to develop the highest skilled workforce possible 

(Dawkins, 1988). The major reforms set out to change the balance of the student cohort 

from one of privilege to one that more closely resembled the composition of modern-day 

society. The major targets were: people from socio-economically disadvantaged groups, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, women, particularly in non-traditional 

courses and postgraduate study, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people 

with disabilities, and people from rural and isolated areas (Dawkins, 1990). Changes to 

the payment of university fees to make it affordable for all Australians were also 

implemented (Nelson, 2003) and universities were given the freedom to enrol as many 
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students as demand required, decide which students to enrol and set their own standards 

for enrolment (Bradley, 2008).  

Additionally, the reforms set up universities to become self-sufficient, and 

economically efficient businesses competing head to head in a free market (Pick, 2006). 

In doing so, international students or the export of HE became the third largest industry 

in Australia. That is, in 1989 international students accounted for three in every 100 

students studying at HE institutions in Australia (Australian Government, 2001). By 

2017, one in every three students was an international student (Australian Government, 

2018a). Today, the education of international students remains Australia’s third largest 

export (Universities Australia, 2018).  

Because of the major reforms, the past 28 years has seen a substantial rise in the 

number of university graduates, from 90,477 in 1989 to 344,520 in 2017. In turn, that rise 

in graduates has brought with it a significant increase in people with HE qualifications 

seeking to enter the workforce (AWPA, 2013a). However, since the Global Financial 

Crisis (GFC) in 2008, a downward trend in graduate employment has been observed. 

Graduate employers have indicated the economic climate and the lack of suitable 

graduates as reasons (Lindsay, 2014). This is a major concern to graduates and their 

parents who have invested considerably in the graduates’ education and training. The 

ethos has been that an investment in human capital, that is, the investment an individual 

makes in themselves, is rewarded by the labour market in terms of increased opportunities 

for the worker ((Barach, 2015). This no longer appears to be the case for many as 

discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Graduate employers are not the only stakeholders who 

have expressed disappointment in the lack of suitable graduates (Lindsay, 2015). Other 

stakeholders including students, academics, universities and government have expressed 

concerns over acceptable employability and professional outcomes for university 

graduates (Coates, 2015; W. Green et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014). Because of the 

expansion of HE, university qualifications are no longer distinctive on a resume because 

many graduates share comparable educational and pre-work profiles (Tomlinson, 2012). 

Therefore, employers often view educational attainment as a ‘first-pass filter’ (R. Hogan, 

Chamorro-Premuzic, & Kaiser, 2013, p. 5) and qualifications are not the main focus when 

recruiting (Clarke, 2008). Rather, employers seek an assortment of qualities and other 

achievements from potential employees (Tomlinson, 2012) with prior work experience 

considered a vital component of graduate employability (Archer & Davidson, 2008; 
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Birchall, 2013; Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007; Edwards, Perkins, Pearce, & Khong, 2015; 

High Fliers Research, 2017). As a result, over the past decade one of the most important 

developments in HE has been the employability agenda (Moore & Morton, 2015). 

Subsequently, to assist students to meet employer demands, work integrated 

learning (WIL) programs have become a high-level strategic goal in Australia 

(Universities Australia, 2014), and globally (Council of Ontario Universities, 2014; 

European Commission, 2014). WIL is, ‘the intersection and engagement of theoretical 

and practice learning. The process of bringing together formal learning and productive 

work, or theory and practice’ (L. Cooper et al., 2010, p. xiii). That is, student interns can 

connect knowledge gained from their studies and apply it to multiple aspects of theory 

and practice in their workplace (AWPA, 2013b). Universities are investing significant 

resources in WIL that provide students with an array of simulated or real-life work 

experiences to improve their chances of both graduate and career success (C. Smith et al., 

2014; M. Smith et al., 2009).  

There are many approaches to WIL including project work, simulated work 

environments, virtual WIL and placements/internships (Patrick et al., 2009). The research 

in this thesis involved internships. Internships are offered by employers to give students 

and graduates periods of experience in the workplace, often in their field of study (Jones 

& Warnock, 2014). The key role of internships is to enhance graduate employability 

(Helyer & Lee, 2014b; Jackson, 2015b; C. Smith et al., 2014). For that reason, internships 

are valued by employers when recruiting graduates (S. Kinash, L. Crane, M.-M. Judd, & 

C. Knight, 2016a). Internships have three key stakeholders, those being students, 

universities (academic and administrative staff) and industry partners (workplace 

supervisors employed by the host organisation) (C. Smith et al., 2014). These 

stakeholders will be discussed in detail in section 2.6. 

Research has found that one of the most important contributors to a successful 

internship experience for the student intern is the workplace supervisor (Beard & Morton, 

1999; Jackson, 2015a; Rowe, Mackaway, & Winchester-Seeto, 2012; Small, 2015). In 

some universities, preparing students for employment falls to the workplace supervisor 

(Jackson, 2015b). The research in this thesis will focus on university business students as 

interns and importantly, their workplace supervisors. Research involving the workplace 

supervisor will now be discussed.  
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1.3 Research Involving Workplace Supervisors 

There is significant literature surrounding the importance of improving the work-

readiness and employability of university students in preparation for graduation (Jackson, 

2015b; Sapp & Zhang, 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014). As mentioned, WIL including 

internships, has been identified as having a major influence on such outcomes. In 

Australia, much of the research involving WIL and internships has been based around 

government-funded reviews (AWPA, 2014) and reports (Patrick et al., 2009), and WIL 

students’ self-assessment of their perceived work-readiness or perceived employability 

(Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg, Cameron, & Brimble, 2010; Jackson, 

2013b) often as a transition point to graduate employability. Perceived employability is 

‘the individual’s perception of his or her possibilities of obtaining and maintaining 

employment’ (Vanhercke, De Cuyper, Peeters, & De Witte, 2014). More recently, 

research has widened to include employer groups (Jackson, Ferns, Rowbottom, & 

McLaren, 2015; Patrick et al., 2014; C. Smith et al., 2014) who are also potential 

recruiters, and workplace supervisors (Rowe et al., 2012; C. Smith et al., 2014; 

Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016).  

The inclusion of workplace supervisors is an important addition to research in 

graduate employability because workplace supervisors may provide a guide to students’ 

work-readiness and potentially enhance their graduate employability. Research that 

involved workplace supervisors and employer groups has been conducted in several 

countries such as Vietnam (Bilsland & Nagy, 2014; Bilsland et al., 2014), the United 

Kingdom (UK), (Helyer & Lee, 2014a) the Philippines (Felicen, Rasa, Sumanga, & 

Buted, 2014), and China (P. S. Rose, S. T. Teo, & J. Connell, 2014). Relevant research 

has also been conducted in the United States of America (USA). by authors such as Gault 

et al. (2010), Henry, Rehwaldt, and Vineyard (2001), Sapp and Zhang (2009), and 

McDonough, Rodriguez, and Prior-Miller (2009).  Those studies will all be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 2. From them several reasons will become apparent why the contribution 

of workplace supervisors to research in this field is important.  

In Australia, research involving workplace supervisors, while emerging, is still in 

its infancy (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). Studies relevant to this thesis will be discussed 

in detail in Chapter 2 also, however it is important to note that from the study undertaken 

by C. Smith et al. (2014) for the Australian Government Office of Learning and Teaching, 
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it was identified that when creating high quality placement experiences for students, the 

role of the workplace supervisor is a relatively under-studied phenomenon. Full details of 

that study are presented in section 2.2. 

In response to the call for further research incorporating workplace supervisors, 

Small (2015) examined the influence of project-based internships on the employability of 

final year business students (see section 2.6.2 for details of this study). The author found 

that the outcomes of an internship (work experience) are to a large extent dependent upon 

the workplace supervisor. However, Jackson et al. (2015) found that identifying suitable 

workplace supervisors who have the time to guide and mentor student interns can be a 

major barrier to organisation participation. Further, Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) built 

on the previous work of Rowe et al. (2012) that sought to clarify the role of the workplace 

supervisors in internships and other WIL experiences (to be discussed in section 2.6.2.1). 

One outcome from Rowe et al.’s (2012) research was that workplace supervisors need to 

be good relationship builders. Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative 

study with 57 participants that included 26 workplace supervisors, six students and 25 

university staff who work in the WIL department. The research related to the supervision 

of students enrolled in WIL programs and was concerned with the roles of the workplace 

supervisors and how their roles differ or intersect with the roles of academics. One 

outcome from that research was that the approach taken by workplace supervisors needed 

to be centred around building relationships with students and making them feel 

comfortable and better support them by being available (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016).  

In an organisational context, relationships are defined as ‘management 

development initiatives that pair up employees with peers, senior managers or outside 

consultants for the purpose of learning and development (Douglas & McCauley, 1999, p. 

207). This encompasses paired relationships such as in apprenticeships and mentoring 

and also applies to internships because it is about the influences that others, such as 

supervisors, have in the development of the relationship (Kenny, 2013). While the 

previous research by Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) is significant, it remains unclear how 

building the relationships between workplace supervisors and their business student 

interns in Australia could impact upon the interns’ employability upon graduation.  

The research described in this thesis is concerned with the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and business student interns. In particular, the research is 
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concerned with how these relationships enhance the interns’ graduate employability. It is 

critical to understand how and in what ways internships, and the workplace supervisors 

play an important role in readying university students for the workplace. Prior studies 

have found that workplace supervisors have the capacity to enhance students’ career 

development learning and transfer of skills and knowledge from the classroom to the 

workplace (Small, 2015), develop their professional identities (Jackson, 2013b) and assist 

them to develop professional networking skills (Bridgstock, 2009). In essence, workplace 

supervisors have the capacity to enhance student interns’ graduate employability.  

The literature highlights the research gap, which is how the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and their business student interns in Australia impact upon the 

interns’ employability upon graduation. Accordingly, more research is needed to examine 

this aspect of the business internship experience.  

1.4 Research Question and Sub-Research Questions 

This research begins to address the gap described, build on prior research, and 

contribute to this emerging field of study by asking the main research question (RQ): 

RQ: How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability? 

Further, to strengthen the purpose and contribution of the research, two sub-

research questions (SRQs) were asked to allow the researcher to provide a more detailed 

response and analysis of the research by examining relationships separately to enhanced 

graduate employability. The two SRQs are: 

SRQ1: In what ways do building these relationships maximise internship 

experiences for student interns?  

SRQ2: What in a business internship enhances graduate employability? 

  The research in this thesis will provide a point of difference to other evolving 

research in Australia because it sought to examine the basis on which these relationships 

form and how important these relationships are to enhance business student interns’ 

graduate employability. The purpose of the SRQs is to unpack the two parts of the main 

research question, those being relationships and graduate employability, the latter being 

the outcomes of the relationships. SRQ1 examines from within the relationship and 
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allows for the identification of key actions taken by the workplace supervisor to maximise 

the internship experiences for student interns that lead to accomplishments that enhanced 

the student interns’ graduate employability. SRQ2 examines factors within the internship, 

separate from the relationships, that enhances the student interns’ graduate employability. 

This area of study does not appear to have been addressed in literature in the field of WIL, 

internships and graduate employability. The importance of this research will be made 

evident in the Literature Review conducted in Chapter 2, that will explain the changes 

that have taken place in employability, the higher education landscape and the labour 

market. Essentially, the reason this research is important is because internships for 

university students assist them to gain employment (Kinash et al., 2015). However, within 

the context of HE and decreased demand for graduates, it is not clearly understood what 

the role is of the relationship between these business students as interns and their 

workplace supervisor during the internships, in enhancing employability.  

1.5 Theoretical Framework 

It was critical to establish a theoretical approach that would underpin this research 

and support understandings of the relationships between business students enrolled in an 

internship program and their workplace supervisors. The research used the theoretical 

framework of Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) supported by Meeker’s 

guiding rules Meeker (1971) of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status 

consistency, and competition. SET and Meeker’s (1971) rules were considered the most 

appropriate framework because: 1) SET is considered a strong analytical framework to 

understand the relationships between employees and employers (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 

2005), and 2) Meeker’s (1971) rules has the potential to include wider stakeholders and 

therefore is not necessarily limited to the two parties in the interpersonal exchange 

(Ruhanen, Breakey, & Robinson, 2012). 

1.6 Overview of Methodology and Methods  

The methodology chapter provides a detailed explanation of the methodology 

chosen and methods used to address the research question and SRQs. This research 

adopted the interpretivist approach because a feature of this approach is that the focus is 

on the views of the participants in the research, their perceptions, meanings and 

interpretations of the issue or problem being studied (Holloway & Wheeler, 2013), as was 

the case with the research undertaken in this thesis. Further, adopting the interpretivist 
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approach allowed for analysis of ‘social action from the actors’ standpoint’ (Tracy, 2013, 

p. 41).  

To examine the research question using Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 

1964) and Meeker’s (1971) rules as the theoretical framework, this research was designed 

to use the qualitative research approach because qualitative research explores and 

understands meanings that individuals such as workplace supervisors and business 

student interns attribute to social or human problems (Creswell, 2014). Participants were 

selected using purposeful sampling (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Neuman, 1997; 

Patton, 1999) and convenience sampling (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 1997; Patton, 

1999). In total there were 44 participants that included 20 workplace supervisors, of which 

14 were female, matched to their 24 business student interns that they had supervised 

during the internship, of which 15 were female. 

To examine how the relationships between the workplace supervisors and the 

business student interns enhances the interns’ graduate employability, semi-structured 

interviews were used because to find out how individuals understand their world and 

lives, you need to talk with them (Kvale, 2007). Another reason this research adopted the 

semi-structured interview approach is because this approach allowed the researcher, who 

was also the interviewer, to maintain a degree of control on planned items that spoke to 

the research question (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The interviews were complemented by 

observations recorded in the researcher’s reflective diary. All interviews were recorded 

and transcribed verbatim, prior to being analysed using manual coding of text, initially at 

the micro-analysis level, that is, examining each individual’s response through their 

personal lens. This method provided the researcher with an awareness of the richness of 

data that had been captured, the number of ideas the data had generated and what had 

been learned from them (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). Later, responses were grouped into 

sections that responded to general questions to give context to the research, to SET (Blau, 

1964), to Meeker’s rules (1971), to professional relationships, and to employability. Once 

this process had been completed relevant tables were compiled that detailed the number 

of similar/same responses from which key themes emerged, and text of similar and 

contrasting views of the participants were set aside from which key themes also emerged. 

This process is called thematic analysis and it was used to analyse the data, which assisted 

the researcher to address the research question.  
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In addition, the themes were also mapped to two models as discussed in Chapter 3. 

The Determinants of Employability Model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) was used to examine 

its usefulness as an assessment tool for workplace supervisors to assess the employability 

of student interns. The Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012) was used to 

examine its usefulness in understanding the depth and breadth of the workplace 

supervisors’ roles.  Further to the process explained, text from transcribed interviews was 

imported into NVivo 11 (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013) to conduct additional testing of 

themes identified through manual coding. NVivo 11 was used to add to the reliability of 

the analysis, because rigorous and systematic data processing takes place with its use, 

including the data analysis procedures being transparent. 

1.7 Contributions of the Research 

This is the first study in Australia to examine how the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and their business student interns may enhance the interns’ 

graduate employability. It contributes to theory because a key finding from this study was 

that the altruistic behaviours of workplace supervisors toward their business student 

interns, complemented by workplace supervisors’ understanding and patience in the 

process, was the reason that strong professional relationships developed, that lead to 

student interns experiencing a successful internship which in turn enhanced their 

employability. Also, from this research, a greater understanding about how workplace 

supervisors commenced in the role within their organisations, and why they continue in 

the role resulted based on the analysis of face-to-face interview data. This understanding 

will add to the knowledge about workplace supervisors and their participation in 

university internship programs.  

Additionally, Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules were found to be valuable to deeply 

and broadly understand the motivations, considerations and behaviours of the workplace 

supervisors and their business student interns in the relationships. These guiding rules 

provide context around how motivations, considerations, and behaviours enhanced the 

student interns’ graduate employability. New knowledge about Meeker’s (1971) rules 

was also gained. This will be explained in detail later in this thesis. 

Further, the research described in this thesis was found to have practical 

implications for university business schools, for business school staff delivering 

internship programs, for others delivering similar internships and for other stakeholders 
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that may include business student interns, workplace supervisors and employers. Should 

the findings from this research be applied, contemporary students can expect to enjoy and 

gain more from the introduction of improved internship placements, and with workplace 

supervisors who are better suited to the job at hand and supervising for the benefit of the 

students as well as their own intrinsic rewards (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Therefore, the 

research described in this thesis is important and justified because it commences to 

address that gap in the literature relating to workplace supervisors in internship programs 

in Australia, builds on prior research, and contributes to this emerging field of study. 

1.8 Thesis Structure 

The structure of this thesis comprises six chapters. A brief outline of each chapter 

follows.  

1.8.1 Chapter 1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 provides an outline of the research. It identifies the social phenomena 

being studied, the importance and justification for the study, the theoretical framework 

used, the methodological and analytical processes applied, the research contributions 

that this study seeks to make and the delimitations of the research. 

1.8.2 Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Chapter 2, presents a literature review covering a number of research areas 

including: the latest evidence and debate about what employability is and how it has 

changed over time; the relevant aspects of government policy that have changed the 

landscape of HE in Australia; the results of the move from elite HE systems to mass HE 

in Australia including the significant rise in graduate number from 1989 to 2017, the 

impact this rise in graduate numbers has had on the labour market and on the value of HE 

qualifications; the reason why internships have become a strategic focus of universities 

in Australia and elsewhere; the important contribution of the workplace supervisor in 

university internship programs; the rationale for the research questions and the theoretical 

framework that comprises SET (Blau, 1964) supported by Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules 

of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and competition. 

1.8.3 Chapter 3 Methodology and Methods 

Chapter 3 is the methodology and methods chapter. It provides a justification and 

explanation for the methodology and research design. The research design and methods 
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has been explained previously in this chapter. This chapter also explains where the 

research sites were located, how access to the participants was gained, it gives a detailed 

description of the participants demographics, and it explains the ethical considerations 

given to undertaking the research, and how bias was minimised. Following those sections, 

a detailed explanation of how the interview questions were designed is given. This chapter 

also provides the necessary information relating to the data collection tools and processes 

and describes the data analysis procedures. Further it provides a justification as to why 

the research conducted in this thesis is valid and reliable.  

1.8.4 Chapter 4 Findings 

Chapter 4 presents the findings of the interview data and analysis in seven 

sections. Those sections include: 1) providing context to the study, 2) findings in 

accordance with the theoretical framework of SET and Meeker’s (1971) rules from the 

workplace supervisors’ perspectives, 3) findings in accordance with the theoretical 

framework of SET and Meeker’s (1971) rules from the business student interns’ 

perspectives, 4) challenges and barriers to taking on the role of workplace supervisor, 5) 

workplace supervisors and business student interns relationships, 6) employability, and 

7) final comments from the participants. 

1.8.5 Chapter 5 Discussion 

 Chapter 5 discusses the findings, their similarities and differences to past 

literature, and how the findings contribute to theory, to knowledge or to practice. The 

chapter commences with a discussion about the findings relating to building professional 

relationships to enhance employability. Following, it discusses the findings relating to 

how business student interns achieved enhanced employability before is shifts to a 

discussion on the findings related to students investing in their employability. Numerous 

other discussions from the findings are given prior to addressing the research questions 

and ending with a summary of the chapter. 

1.8.6 Chapter 6 Conclusion 

Chapter 6 presents the conclusion to the research, a summary of key findings 

responding to the research questions, contributions to theory and implication for practice. 

The limitations of this research are explained, and the chapter proposes areas for future 

research. 
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1.9 Delimitations 

There were deliberate delimitations in this research that determined its scope. 

Firstly, the sample was delimited to include only business student interns and their 

workplace supervisors who were selected from participants within a singular business 

internship program. Secondly, those participants were drawn from the one university 

setting in Australia. Thirdly, participants were selected who had completed their 

internship experience no more than 18 months prior to the interview taking place. 

Fourthly, the research was delimited to semi-structured interviews with business student 

interns and their workplace supervisors, complemented by observations recorded in the 

researcher’s reflective diary. The research focused on relationships between business 

student interns matched to their workplace supervisors. Internships have more recently 

been incorporated into business degrees in the western world, unlike disciplines such as 

health and education that are professionally accredited university degrees with internships 

typically incorporated into the curricula (Jackson, 2013b). As such, the research in this 

thesis was focused on improving knowledge and contributing to theory and practice 

relating to business internships and therefore did not seek to examine internships in other 

professionally accredited university degrees. Finally, the use of qualitative data collection 

techniques and small samples based on selectivity of participants (Patton, 1999), and 

convenience sampling (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 1997; Patton, 1999), may limit the 

generalisability of the findings. However, generally, the main focus in qualitative research 

is on assuring that the events within the research are represented appropriately and the 

key issues investigated are understood (Carcary, 2009). The delimitations of this research 

provided a strong base to examine the social phenomena studied, and they provide a 

framework from which to consider the findings.  

1.10 Summary 

This chapter has provided a brief overview of the literature that identifies and 

explains why the research conducted in this thesis commences to address a gap that is 

important and necessary. The theoretical framework, methodology, and summary of the 

contributions to research this thesis seeks to provide has been given, and delimitations of 

the research were explained. Next, Chapter 2 will provide a detailed literature review, 

identify the research gaps, present the research questions and the theoretical framework 

that underpins the research.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a literature review relevant to the research undertaken for 

this thesis. This chapter commences with the rationale for researching the workplace 

supervisor in the context of university internship programs and why it is important to 

understand how the relationship between them and business student interns may enhance 

graduate employability. Following that, employability as a definition, as a concept and its 

changing nature is discussed. Next, a review of legislation that led to significant changes 

to the higher education (HE) landscape in Australia is examined. The chapter then 

explores the Australian labour market and graduate employment before explaining why 

work integrated learning (WIL) and in particular, how internships have become a key 

strategic goal of universities in Australia and globally. The three key stakeholders of an 

internship program, those being the student interns, workplace supervisors and university 

are explained prior to the research gap and research questions being discussed. The 

chapter concludes with the details of the theoretical framework used to conduct the 

research and address the research questions.  

2.2 Rationale for Researching the Workplace Supervisor 

A significant increase in university graduates has not been matched by the same 

increase in graduate jobs (Artess et al., 2017). HE providers now collaborate with industry 

to assist graduates to achieve their desired employment outcomes (Jackson & Collings, 

2018). One employability strategy that has become popular in this collaboration is 

internships (Kinash et al., 2016b), an element of work integrated learning (WIL), to be 

discussed later. There is substantial research literature surrounding the importance of 

improving the work-readiness and employability of university students in preparation for 

graduation. Much of the research involving WIL and internships has been based around 

government funded reviews (AWPA, 2014) and reports (Patrick et al., 2009), and WIL 

students’ self-assessment of perceived employability (Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; 

Freudenberg et al., 2010; Jackson, 2013b). More recently, research has widened to include 

employer groups (Jackson et al., 2015; Patrick et al., 2014; C. Smith et al., 2014) who are 

also potential recruiters, and organisation employees who supervise business student 

interns in the workplace (Rowe et al., 2012; C. Smith et al., 2014; Winchester-Seeto et 

al., 2016). In this research, the latter group is referred to as workplace supervisors. One 



14 

key factor that underpins the success of internships is the supervision of students by 

workplace supervisors (Beard & Morton, 1999; Patrick et al., 2009). Having conducted a 

quantitative study involving 193 journalism and mass communication students in the 

United States of America (USA) who had completed an internship, Beard and Morton 

(1999) concluded that the quality of supervision is the most important single predictor for 

a successful internship. Success can mean different things to different people (Dyke & 

Murphy, 2006). In this thesis, success is, ‘the achieving of the results wanted or hoped 

for’, or ‘something that achieves positive results’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018). 

The inclusion of workplace supervisors is an important addition to research in 

graduate employability because workplace supervisors may provide a guide to students’ 

work-readiness and potentially enhance their graduate employability (Jackson, 2015b) 

(Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009). Notably, research involving workplace supervisors 

in internship programs is in its infancy (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016) and limited in 

Australia (C. Smith et al., 2014) (see Appendix A for a summary analysis of some 

published research involving workplace supervisors internationally and in Australia). 

From research completed in this area in Australia, Spencer (2007) conducted qualitative 

research with an unspecified number of final year law students and practicing lawyers to 

understand their perspectives of the work experience placement. The author found that 

workplace supervisors need placement preparation on giving feedback, managing student 

expectations, being approachable and sharing their expertise. J. Smith and Smith (2010), 

(discussed later in section 2.6.2) found that workplace supervisors of student interns are 

fundamental contributors to workplace learning. However, (Jackson et al., 2015) found 

that identifying suitable workplace supervisors who have the time to guide and mentor 

student interns can be a major barrier to organisation participation in university internship 

programs. These studies have contributed to the knowledge and understanding of work 

placements and internships, however they have not provided an in-depth analysis of the 

relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns. 

C. Smith et al. (2014) conducted five separate studies for the Australian 

Government Office of Learning and Teaching to assess the impact of WIL on student 

work-readiness, workplace supervisors were included in that research. The first study was 

an on-line survey with 3336 students from multiple universities studying a range of 

qualifications. The second study was a mixed methods longitudinal study with 1499 

students in WIL placements from multiple universities studying a range of qualifications. 
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The third study involved interviews with nine alumni who has completed a WIL 

placement during their university degree. The alumni had studied a range of 

qualifications. The fourth study involved interviews with 13 workplace supervisors who 

had participated in WIL. They came from a range of industries including pharmacy and 

engineering. The fifth study surveyed 163 employers from various industry groups who 

had participate in WIL. The authors found that if students are to optimise learning and 

skill development, they require access to quality supervision (from both the university 

and workplace supervisor) throughout the WIL placement or internship. Some student 

participants emphasised that their successes in the workplace were due to skilled mentors 

and supervisors. Also, from those studies, employers confirmed their views that students 

who participate in WIL placements or internships enhance their: self-awareness of 

abilities; application of theory in practice; professional communication; commitment to 

and interest in the job; and adherence to protocols, standards of dress, and other 

professional behaviours (p. 7). Importantly, it was identified that when creating high 

quality placement experiences for students, the role of the workplace supervisor is a 

relatively under-studied phenomenon (C. Smith et al., 2014). This highlights the need for 

further research involving workplace supervisors. 

Further, Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) commenced to build on research in this 

emerging field when they expanded on the previous work of Rowe et al. (2012) that 

sought to clarify the role of the workplace supervisors in internships and other WIL 

experiences (to be discussed in section 2.6.2.1). One outcome was that the approach taken 

by workplace supervisors needed to centre around building relationships with students 

(Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). (This study was discussed in detail in section 1.3). 

However, the authors did not examine the relationships between the workplace 

supervisors and student interns. The research in this thesis focused on university business 

students as interns and importantly, their workplace supervisors. The research is 

concerned with the relationships between workplace supervisors and business student 

interns and how those relationships enhance the business student interns’ graduate 

employability. 

In summary, research has found that the workplace supervisor, a role that sits 

outside the university setting, plays an important part in the success of university 

internship programs and other WIL experiences. However, research involving the 

workplace supervisor in Australia is limited (C. Smith et al., 2014) and more research is 
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needed. Therefore, the research explained in this thesis partly addresses that need for 

further research. The importance of this research will become evident in the following 

sections that explain the vast changes that have taken place in the HE landscape, the 

labour market, and graduate employment. These sections will lead into the reasons why 

WIL learning, internships and consequently the workplace supervisor play a critical role 

in readying university business students for the workplace. Thus, explaining why an 

examination is necessary of the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns, and understanding how these relationships enhance graduate 

employability. 

2.3 Employability 

Employers expect two key outcomes from university graduates: 1) work-readiness 

(Bridgstock, 2009; Edwards et al., 2015), and 2) employability (Coates, 2015; W. Green 

et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014). Work-readiness is determined by attaining a set of 

graduate attributes associated with relevant degree programs (Bridgstock, 2009). These 

graduate attributes include knowledge and skills specific to the chosen degree learning 

outcomes, and a set of generic or transferable skills, dispositions and attributes that can 

translate across many occupations and workplace sectors (Bridgstock, 2009). It has been 

suggested that employability, from an employer’s perspective, refers to work-readiness 

(G. Mason, Williams, & Cranmer, 2009). Employability however, is more complex and 

will be discussed in detail next. 

2.3.1 Employability as a concept and its changing nature 

Gazier (2001) determined that the idea of employability has existed for a century 

and found that seven different versions of the concept of employability could be 

identified. The first version rose to prominence in the early 1900s and was termed 

‘dichotomic employability’ (Gazier, 2001, p. 6). It differentiated people who can and will 

work from those who cannot and need assistance, meaning the aged, disabled or those 

involved in child raising responsibilities. Other versions to follow included: ‘socio-

medical employability’; ‘manpower policy employability’; ‘flow employability’; ‘labour 

market performance employability’; ‘initiative employability’; and ‘interactive 

employability’ (Gazier, 2001, pp. 7-9). The seven versions were then broken down into 

three separate waves each with their own applications and developments, as explained in 

Table 2.1. The third wave included the sixth version, ‘initiative employability’ which is 
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focused on the individual and their ability to market their collective skills. The third wave 

also included the seventh version, ‘interactive employability’ that connects an 

individual’s personal characteristics and traits with circumstances and trends in the 

current labour market (Gazier, 2001, 9). Both initiative employability and interactive 

employability operate in the labour market today. 

On examination of the individual concepts in Table 2.1 below, much change has 

taken place in the labour market. No longer is employability about the physical or mental 

ability, or constraints to be able or not be able to work, or the impact of social or physical 

handicaps on an individual’s ability to work. In the twenty-first century, the labour market 

is a highly competitive one that requires individuals to create their own employability by 

acquiring marketable skills, knowledge and characteristics that connect with the 

circumstances and trends of existing labour market requirements (Gazier, 2001). 

Additionally, the employment relationship that emerged in the late stages of the twentieth 

century is one that no longer has a long-term bond between employer and employee of 

loyalty and commitment (Baruch, 2004; Chertkovskaya, Watt, Tramer, & Spoelstra, 

2013). Instead, this new employment relationship resembles a contract-like economic 

exchange (Tsui & Wu, 2005). Arthur and Rousseau (1996) forecasted that the era of the 

organisational career, one in which people commenced employment in an organisation 

that managed their careers for them, worked their way up and enjoyed job security, could 

no longer be an expectation.  

To gain clarity about the changing nature of the labour market in the United 

Kingdom (UK), the Department of Education and Employment in that country 

commissioned a report on the concept of employability that would help inform future 

policy development. The research was conducted by Hillage and Pollard (1998). The 

research approach included three main elements: a literature review; a sequence of 

interviews with Department of Education and Employment officials, experts external to 

the department and commentators; and a workshop that involved those interviewed, to 

discuss the emerging framework. The authors found that the notion of a ‘job for life’ has 

been replaced by the employer expectation that employees will be responsible for their 

own career development (Hillage & Pollard, 1998, p. 4).  

Hall (1996) agreed and added that careers will be driven by the individual, that is 

self-managed, rather than the organisation managing their careers for them, and as the 
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individual and the environment change, the career will be reinvented. Hall (1996) 

described this occurrence as the ‘protean career’, a term derived from ‘the Greek god 

Proteus, who could change shape at will’ (p. 8). Those who hold protean career attitudes 

guide their careers based on their own values (Briscoe, Hall, & Frautschy DeMuth, 2005; 

Hall, 1996). Interestingly, Rothwell and Arnold (2007) analysed responses from 200 HR 

professionals using a 16-item scale he developed to measure employability. The scale 

was based systematically on internal labour markets, occupational attributes, external 

labour markets and personal attributes. Their results suggested that while the respondents 

were moderately optimistic about their employability, their optimism was focused more 

on internal employment rather than external employment. The authors suggested that the 

results may reflect that HR professionals still focus on an organisational career rather than 

a boundryless one. A boundaryless career takes the form of independence from traditional 

organisational career principals rather than dependence on them (Arthur, 1994).  

Despite the findings by Rothwell and Arnold (2007), the world of work is 

changing. In response to the changes, universities today place a great deal of importance 

on career development learning (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007; M. Smith et al., 2009; Watts, 

2006) which is largely underpinned by the DOTS model developed by Law and Watts 

(1977). Law and Watts (1977) introduced a set of four specific education tasks to assist 

careers educators in guiding students into the working world. Those tasks are decision 

learning, opportunity awareness, transition learning and self-awareness. In developing 

those tasks, it was Law and Watts’ (1977, pp. 8-10) view that each task needed to be 

accomplished with each student in order to facilitate the development respectively of:  

1) Decision learning – Assisting students to understand the complex and not so 

complex decision-making processes, acquiring skills that will assist with collating 

and prioritising information to make informed decisions and taking into account 

any potential risks that decision making brings with it.  

Bringing awareness to students of what they know of themselves, integrated with 

what they know of their opportunities that will assist with the conversion of both forms 

of knowledge to enhance decision making abilities.  

2) Opportunity awareness – Assisting students to understand the broad structure of 

the working world that they are wanting to enter, the different types of 
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opportunities that exist within it, the demands that can be made upon them and 

the rewards and satisfactions that come with it. 

3) Transition learning – Assisting students to gain an accurate understanding of what 

may be ahead of them regarding their career development and acquiring the skills 

necessary to cope appropriately and successfully with the transition from study to 

work. 

4) Self-awareness – Assisting students to understand who they are, their uniqueness 

and personal characteristics, what their actual and potential strengths are, their 

qualifications, their abilities, aptitudes, practical skills, personal qualities and 

physical strengths. 

Providing guidance to help students to understand what it is they want to do with 

their lives that will bring them satisfaction. 

Transition learning anchors the processes of the other three elements of the model 

helping students to prepare not only for making decisions about their working future, but 

also to implement them (Law and Watts, 1977).  

Individuals who possess career management competencies that include self-

awareness, job search capabilities, labour market awareness, and the ability to network in 

a professional capacity (Bridgstock, 2009) have a clearer understanding of who they are 

as self and are better placed to make informed decisions as to how their individual 

attributes, capabilities and experiences align to available opportunities in the labour 

market (Jackson & Wilton, 2017). Further, Hillage and Pollard (1998) suggested that 

individuals who come to better understand labour market opportunities and their own 

capabilities have the capacity to change by using training and development to adapt their 

assets (including knowledge, skills and attitudes) to suit employers. Jackson and Wilson 

(2017) concurred and added that career management competencies form a foundation for 

the development of perceived employability.  

Chertkovskaya et al. (2013) concluded that national, organisational and individual 

wealth lies in the capacity of individuals to take initiative, continuously update and 

improve their knowledge and skills, and be flexible and adaptable. Those authors 

reasoned this is because in this current era the government is not committed to or deemed 

responsible for providing their citizens with permanent or secure jobs.  
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In summary, the meaning of employability has changed significantly over time, 

and not surprisingly, hence having a single, argued definition of employability has not 

occurred over time. To demonstrate, employability as a definition is discussed next. 
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Table 2-1. 

Concepts of employability – Australian population – Higher education graduates 

Version Name Concept Time period Population of 

Australia 

(to nearest 1000) 

Total number of 

HE graduates in 

Australia – all 

award course 

completions 

First Wave 

E1 Dichotomic 

employability 

A person was either employable or not. Those who were, were immediately available to 

the labour market.  They were aged 15 – 64, did not suffer from physical or mental 

handicaps, or subject to strong family constraints such as mothers rearing children. 

Identified mostly in the U.K and U.S.A 

Early 1900s to 

early 1950s 

1900 –   3,825,000 

1910 -    4,425,000 

1920 –   5,411,000 

1930 -    6,501,000 

1940 -    7,078,000 

1950 -    8,307,000 

 

Second Wave 

E2 Socio-medical 

employability 

Aimed at the physically and mentally handicapped individuals. Developed mainly by 

doctors and rehabilitation practitioners. Test of individual employability based on a series 

of items using a quantitative scale. Where intervention was possible to cure or 

compensate, a program of action was devised. 

Identified mostly in the U.K, U.S.A and France and other countries. 

1950s and 

1960s 

1950 -    8,307,000 

1960 -  10,340,000 

 

E3 Manpower 

policy 

employability 

Succeeded E2 almost immediately as a more general version. Aimed at the unemployed 

who have problems including social and physical handicaps. This version measured the 

distance between acceptable labour market requirements and individual characteristics. 

Focus was on those who lacked professional qualifications, mobility and presentation. 

Individuals considered less employable included those who did not have a driver’s 

license, had a police record, had been a drug user or did not dress well Actions to assist 

could have included, driving lessons, training programs and advice on how to dress. 

Identified mainly in the U.S.A 

1960s 1960 -  10,392,000  

E4 Flow 

employability 

A very different approach to E3, this version was group focused rather than focused on 

the individual. It was concerned with how long it took a certain unemployed group to 

find work, for example, those over 50 years of age who had been unemployed for over 

one year. This version more readily related the position of the unemployed to that of the 

labour market. 

Identified especially in France. 

 

1960s 1960 -  10,392,000  
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Third Wave 

E5  Labour market 

performance 

employability 

Statistical information on employment paths was used to establish three specified 

likelihoods referred to a time lapse for both individuals and groups. Those likelihoods 

were: obtaining one or several jobs; the duration of jobs conveyed in hours of work; and 

salary. When multiplying the three likelihoods, a synthetic indicator found the capacity 

of a person or group for being productively employed in the labour market. This version 

did not propose a link between individual capacity, collective situations, economic or 

social policy actions and the effect on the labour market. As such, this version is neutral 

serving as a retrospective evaluation of one program or another.  

Identified at an international level. 

Late 1970s 1970 – 12,663,000 

1980 – 14,807,000 

1984 -  15,548,591 

1989 -  16,936,723 

 

 

 

  1984 - 70,287 

  1989 – 90,477 

E6 Initiative 

employability 

Focused on the individual and the marketability of their collective skills measured by the 

breadth of potential or already acquired knowledge, skills and ability to learn along with 

the quality and size of their support network. Essentially, the most employable individual 

is the one who creates employment. Policy formulation should focus on lifelong learning, 

enhanced information about the labour market and its greater flexibility. 

Identified at an international level. 

Onset of 

1990s - 

current 

1990 – 17,170,000 

1999 -  19,038,000 

2000 – 19,273,000 

2010 – 22,032,000 

2014 -  23,461,000 

2016 – 24, 000,000  

  1990 –  94,799 

  1999 - 164,423 

  2000 - 170,894 

  2010 - 286,629 

  2015 – 324,836 

  2016 – 333,342 

E7 Interactive 

employability 

Maintains the focus on the individual. A set of statistical profiles connects individual 

traits and pathways to the circumstances and trends of the labour market. 

Identified at an international level. 

Mid 1990s - 

current 

1990 – 17,170,000 

1999 -  19,038,000 

2000 – 19,273,000 

2010 – 22,032,000 

2014 -  23,461,000 

2016 – 24,100,000  

2017 – 24,700,000  

2018 – 25,152,251 

(Dec) 

 

  1999 - 164,423 

  2000 - 170,894 

  2010 - 286,629 

  2015 – 324,836 

  2016 – 333,342 

  2017 -  344520 

 

Source: (ABS, 2018d; Australian Government, 2001, 2018a; Gazier, 2001, pp. 6-9)   
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2.3.2 Employability as a definition 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) suggested a straightforward dictionary definition 

for employability can easily be assigned, however it is a much more complex process to 

arrive at a working definition. There have been many discussions and much debate about 

what employability is, yet there is no one agreed definition. For example, Table 2.2 below 

shows, in chronological order, five proposed definitions of employability. 

Table 2-2. 

Definitions of employability 

Employability is: 

Author Definition 

Hillage and Pollard (1998, p. xi) Employability is the capability to move self-

sufficiently within the labour market to realise 

potential through sustainable employment. 

For the individual, employability depends on 

the knowledge, skills and attitudes they 

possess, the way they use those assets and 

present them to employers and the context 

(personal circumstances and labour market 

environment) within which they seek work. 

Sanders and de Grip (2004, p. 76) The capacity and the willingness to be and to 

remain attractive in the labour market, by 

anticipating changes in tasks and work 

environment and reacting to these changes in 

a proactive way. 

Dacre Pool and Swell (2007, p. 280) 

 

Having a set of skills, knowledge, 

understanding and personal attributes that 

make a person more likely to choose and 

secure occupations in which they can be 

satisfied and successful. 

R. Hogan et al. (2013, p. 3) The capacity to gain and retain formal 

employment or find new employment if 

necessary. 

Small, Shacklock, and Marchant (2018, p. 

151) 

The capacity to be self-reliant in navigating 

the labour market, utilising knowledge, 

individual skills and attributes, adapting them 

to the employment context, and showcasing 

them to employers, while taking into account 

external and other constraints. 

In consideration of the concepts of both ‘initiative’ and ‘interactive’ employability 

explained in Table 2.1, the employment relationship of the early twenty-first century, and 

the proposed definitions above, work-readiness is not the same as employability as 
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suggested by G. Mason et al. (2009). The difference between work-readiness as described 

by attaining graduate attributes, and employability, is that employability requires more 

than the possession of knowledge, skills and attributes that attaining such graduate 

attributes brings a graduating student. Employability also requires the capability of 

graduates to market and present their assets to employers in such a way that they create 

sustainable employment allowing them to move self-sufficiently within the labour market 

(Hillage & Pollard, 1998). This includes: taking initiative to update and improve 

knowledge and skills (Chertkovskaya et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2012); a willingness to be 

flexible and adaptable to take advantage of changes in the market place (Chertkovskaya 

et al., 2013); and connecting with the circumstances and trends of existing labour market 

requirements (Gazier, 2001).  

Attaining employability becomes more critical in the context of graduates having 

to manage their own careers and navigate a competitive labour market. It is likely that 

new graduates will hold as many as 17 jobs in their lifetime, some that as at today, do not 

exist (McCrindle Research, 2014). There is a mindset among some academics that digital 

processes such as the Web, artificial intelligence, big data and improved analytics are 

increasingly replacing jobs and changing the types of jobs available (Rotman, 2013). 

Stephen Isherwood, CEO of the Institute of Student Employers (ISE), identified what he 

considers the biggest challenge graduates currently face:  

‘The pace of change in the workplace is ever increasing, so graduates need to 

ensure they are developing the skills and abilities that will not only empower them 

to land the job of their choice, but also allow them to thrive as their career 

develops’ (Chisholm, de Costa, Gordon, Karzunina, & West, 2018, p. 6). 

What also becomes apparent on examination of Table 2.1 is that the first two 

waves of the concept of employability were identified mostly in the U.K, U.S.A and parts 

of Europe. It was not until the third wave that the concept was identified more widely 

spread at an international level. Furthermore, initiative employability (how individuals’ 

market and create their own employability) and interactive employability (how 

individuals’ traits and pathways connect to labour market trends) became apparent in the 

1990s at the same time as the HE system in Australia undertook major reforms allowing 

for greater participation, which will be discussed next. The Higher Education Sector in 

Australia. 
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It is necessary to explain changes that have taken place in the HE sector over the 

past 30 years to understand the relevance and importance of the research undertaken in 

this thesis. This section of the chapter features relevant aspects of government policy that 

in effect, completely changed the landscape of HE in Australia. The term ‘massification’ 

(Artess et al., 2017; Mok, Wen, & Dale, 2016; Tomlinson, 2012) has become popular in 

western countries to describe the mass expansion of HE. That is, the shift from 

universities being considered as elite systems to now being mass systems (Schuetze & 

Slowey, 2002). The key feature of relevance to this thesis is that university qualifications, 

once regarded as distinctive on a resume are now expected and no longer separate 

prospective employees from each other (Tomlinson, 2012). Therefore, universities must 

look for other ways to assist their graduates to ‘stand out from the crowd’. 

In the last decade of the twentieth century, most developed countries experienced 

changes to their HE systems. What were considered elite systems moved to mass systems 

(Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). Changes to government policy in Australia and elsewhere 

were implemented that enabled an expansion of university places to accommodate a 

social composition of the HE population that would reflect that of the general population 

(Marginson, 2004). That is, rather than university education being perceived as being for 

the privileged, it was to be perceived as a right, leading to a diverse cohort of what has 

been termed ‘non-traditional’ students (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002, p. 310). Those students 

have experienced different social and family backgrounds, are of a broader age group and 

have different motivations to study (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002) from the ‘traditional’ 

students.  

Up until 1973, students studying in Australian universities were required to pay 

fees. However, most students were exempt, having obtained scholarships based on 

academic merit. From 1973 until 1986, fees were abolished with universities in Australia 

financed by the government with no direct contribution from students. In 1987, the Higher 

Education Administration Charge (HEAC) was established. All students regardless of 

discipline or course load were required to pay a small up-front fee of $250. The 

significance of this payment was that it was representative of the government endorsing 

student fees and set the scene for the sweeping reforms involving user charges that were 

to follow (Chapman & Ryan, 2002). The first of such changes commenced with the 

Dawkins Report (1988). 
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2.3.3 The Dawkins Report 

The Dawkins Report (1988) set out the Australian government’s strategy for 

developing the HE system. Authored by then Honourable John Dawkins, Minister for 

Employment, Education and Training, this strategy was part of a broader agenda of 

reform across the employment, education and training portfolio. Faced with rapidly 

changing international markets the Dawkins Report (1988) explained that success 

depended on: ‘among other things, the conceptual, creative and technical skills of the 

labour force, the ability to innovate and be entrepreneurial’ (p.6). The concern was that 

groups that were disadvantaged financially or in other ways, faced barriers to participation 

in HE which limited the capacity of the country to develop the highest skilled workforce 

possible. This group of individuals were seen as being ‘a source of economic inefficiency’ 

(p. 7). The ethos was that one of the principal means for individuals to accomplish 

independence, economic advancement and personal growth was through education. As 

such, access to education was vital.   

Prior to the Dawkins Report (1988), a ‘tripartite system’ existed. The institutions 

within the tripartite system included Colleges of Advanced Education (CAE), Technical 

and Further Education (TAFE) institutions and universities (Pick, 2006, p. 233). The 

Dawkins Report (1988) abolished this system and created the Unified National System 

(UNS) in which all institutions were given university status (T. Hogan, 2016). This 

considerable change was, ‘commonly seen as a watershed, bringing new ways of funding, 

directing and organising universities, expanding their size, reorienting their activities and 

setting in train a far-reaching transformation of the academic enterprise’ (T. Hogan, 2016, 

p. 1).  

In 1989, 90,477 individuals graduated from institutions within the UNS. Bachelor 

graduates accounted for the majority at 59.65 per cent. Postgraduate graduates accounted 

for 17.64 per cent. Graduates from other undergraduate degrees that included ‘Associate 

Degree’, ‘Advanced Diploma’, ‘Diploma’ and ‘Other Award’ courses accounted for 

16.87 per cent. Then followed, and higher degree graduates at 5.84 per cent (including 

research and coursework) (Australian Government, 2001). Table 2.3 in section 2.4.3 sets 

out the details. 

From the Dawkins Report came the Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

(HECS), a policy that was internationally unique at the time of its inception in 1989. It 
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was part of the strategy to move universities from being government funded based on 

precedent and classification, to government funding based on merit and achievement. At 

that time, all Australian undergraduates paid a charge of $2,250 per year which amounted 

to approximately 15 to 20 per cent of average degree costs (Chapman & Ryan, 2002). 

The charge was paid in one of two ways: either as an up-front fee that attracted a discount 

initially set at 15 per cent; or by deferring the payment until graduation when at that time 

the charge would be collected through the personal income tax system on an income-

contingent basis. At that time, the income threshold for repayment was set at $27,700 per 

annum. Graduates who earned this amount had to pay two per cent of their taxable income 

each year. Payments rose to three and four per cent at higher income levels (Chapman & 

Ryan, 2002). Both the threshold and the income percentage rates grew in subsequent years 

until 2018, discussed later. 

Other significant changes came from The Dawkins Report, but most importantly 

to this research was a commitment by the Australian government to the development of 

a long-term strategy making equity objectives a principal concern of management 

planning and review in HE. Later, Dawkins (1990) proposed a national plan to bring 

equity to HE with his discussion paper, ‘A fair chance for all: Higher education that’s 

within everyone’s reach’, which detailed its development and implementation. The goal 

was that Australians from all groups in society would have the opportunity to participate 

in HE. This would be achieved by changing the balance of the student cohort to one more 

closely resembled the composition of contemporary society.  The major targets were: 

people from socio-economically disadvantaged groups, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, women, particularly in non-traditional courses and postgraduate study, 

people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people with disabilities, and people from 

rural and isolated areas. 

2.3.4 The Nelson Report 2003  

The next major change came into effect in 2005 with The Nelson Report (Nelson, 

2003) which set out a blueprint for reform that would see the Australian HE system 

shaped by an integrated policy framework based on four foundation principles: 

sustainability, quality, equity and diversity. Of importance to this research, and the role 

of graduate employability and any role that a university might play, greater collaboration 

was designed between the HE sectors and the business sector. The goal was to create 
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better collaboration between individual universities and other education providers, 

industry, business, regions and communities (Nelson Report, 2003). In essence, this shift 

in the policy program set up universities to become self-sufficient, and economically 

efficient businesses competing head to head in a free market (Pick, 2006). 

 However, the biggest reform for students was the abolishment of up-front fees. 

The Nelson Report (2003) argued that the cost of a university education should be met by 

individuals due to the benefit of lifetime earnings over time (men $600,000 and women 

$400,000) when compared to non-graduates. However, it also supported lifelong learning, 

the upgrading and attainment of new skills and equity of access to HE. As such, free HE 

at the point of entry was introduced, with loan arrangements available to pay back. The 

mindset was, by assisting to remove barriers to national and personal investment in 

education, training and skills development, increased enrolments in undergraduate 

courses would occur thereby assisting students to access their preferred course or 

institution (Nelson Report, 2003).  

The Higher Education Loan Programme (HELP) came to fruition that 

incorporated the current HECS scheme and two new loan schemes: Fee Paying HELP 

(FEE-HELP) to assist students paying full fees in public and eligible private universities; 

and Overseas Study HELP (OS-HELP) to assist students who wanted to complete part of 

their study overseas. As with HECS, these loans were and still are income-contingent. 

Under the FEE-HELP scheme, students could borrow from the Australian government, 

at that time, a maximum amount of $50,000. All payments for student fees under the loans 

schemes were paid directly to Universities. Further, the numbers of Australian 

government supported places were increased but fees for these places were capped, 

limiting universities ability to charge more for high-demand courses (Pick, 2006). Also, 

limiting the amount a student could borrow under the new FEE-HELP scheme placed a 

ceiling on fees that could be charged to domestic private students and demand for places. 

In effect, international full fee-paying students then became one of the main sources of 

private income for universities which saw competition for the international student dollar 

rise considerably (Pick, 2006). Notably, in 2004, Australia’s third largest export was 

international education which provided significant economic relief (Marginson, 2004). 

Consequently, many universities saw increases in international students, many of whom 

had no work-related experience prior to their Australian studies. For those who might 
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wish to acquire permanent residence, the kind of work experience gained from an 

internship is highly valued, to increase their employability in Australia.  

2.3.5 The Bradley Review 2008  

The Bradley Review (2008) brought about another review of the Australian HE 

sector and was initiated to examine and report on the future direction of the sector, its 

suitability for purpose in meeting the needs of the Australian community and economy 

and options for reform. Authored by Professor Denise Bradley for the Honourable Julia 

Gillard MP, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Education, the Bradley Review 

(2008) found that despite the sectors’ great strengths, it faced significant emerging threats 

which required decisive action. Internationally, it was accepted that there were strong 

links between a country’s productivity and the high-skill level of its population. The 

Bradley Review argued that it was important to encourage both an increase in the size of 

population with degree-level qualifications and an improvement in the quality of 

graduates. Other countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) had set targets of up to 50 per cent in the proportion of its 

population aged 25 to 34 years with degree-level qualifications. One of the emerging 

threats was that in Australia, only 29 per cent of that age group had such a qualification, 

placing Australia at a great competitive disadvantage unless immediate action was taken. 

It was predicted that by 2010, the supply of people holding undergraduate qualifications 

would not meet the demand. To ensure equity, the same groups were targeted as those 

identified by Dawkins (1990) (The Bradley Review, 2008). 

Another threat was the need for major reforms to the financing and regulatory 

frameworks for HE in Australia. One main feature of the recommendations that set this 

review apart from the Nelson Report (2003), and is key to this research, was that 

universities were given the freedom to enrol as many students as demand required, decide 

which students to enrol and set their own standards for enrolment. Another feature was 

the removal of fee caps, that is, universities could now set their own fees for those courses 

not designated as an Australian government supported course. The Bradley Review 

(2008) also acknowledged the considerable presence Australia had achieved in 

international HE. Australia’s success story from the 20 years leading into The Bradley 

Review was the export of education to international students. Further, along with its 

importance as an export industry, the mindset was that undergraduate education of 
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international students would likely make an important contribution to Australia’s skilled 

migration effort in areas of labour market shortage. This is relevant to this research 

because international students who successfully gain workplace sponsorship or residency 

status compete with domestic graduates on equal terms for the same jobs. 

Table 2.3 below provides a comparison of the composition of university graduates 

by degree level in 1989, one year after the implementation of the Dawkins Report, and in 

2017. The latter encompasses changes implemented from The Dawkins Report, The 

Nelson Report and The Bradley Review. The percentage of total bachelor graduates 

dropped from 59.65 per cent in 1989 to 53.77 per cent in 2017. The total of Other Bachelor 

awards also dropped from 16.87 per cent in 1989 to 6.63 per cent in 2016. However 

postgraduate graduates more than doubled from 17.64 per cent to 36.92 per cent. In 

contrast, the percentage of higher degree students more than halved dropping from 5.84 

per cent to 2.68 per cent. Overall graduate figures increased by 280.78 per cent across the 

period 1989 to 2017 (Australian Government, 2001); (Australian Government, 2018a).  

Table 2-3. 

Award course completions in Australia in 1989 and 2017 

Award Total graduates 

1989 

Percentage Total graduates 

2017 

Percentage 

Bachelor 53,974 59.65 185,261 53.77 

Postgraduate 15,949 17.64 127,178 36.92 

Other Bachelor 15,268 16.87    22,839 6.63 

Higher degree 

(including research 

and Coursework) 

  5,286  5.84     9,242  2.68 

Total 90,477 100.00 344,520 100.00 

The reason this information is important is because it shows the break-up of 

graduates across undergraduate, postgraduate and higher degree programs. The number 

of individuals achieving higher level postgraduate qualification is in line with the increase 

in mature-age participation rates in the workforce. Also, the information reports the 

continual expansion of numbers of graduates, in line with the legislative changes 

promoting an inclusive HE sector to create higher productivity through increased skill 

levels of Australia’s population. Universities Australia (2018) reports that 39 per cent of 
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those aged 25-34 years old in Australia hold a bachelor’s degree or higher. That is up 

from the 29 per cent that was cause for concerns raised in The Bradley Review (2008). 

However, people from major cities are twice as likely to hold a degree than those from 

regional or remote areas (Universities Australia, 2018).  

In addition to the above information, of the 344,520 graduates in 2017, 119,721 

or 34.75 per cent (one in three) were international students. The highest percentage of 

international students across the period of 1989 to 2017 was in 2010 when international 

student graduates accounted for 37.19 of all HE graduates (Australian Government, 

2018a). This thesis has already discussed the importance of international students to 

university revenue streams, and the potential for these students to compete with domestic 

students for jobs. However, international students/graduates are not the focus of this thesis 

and will not therefore be specifically explored in further depth. 

2.3.6 The university landscape in Australia post reform 

In 2018, 172 registered HE providers make up the landscape of the Australian HE 

system. They comprise: 37 public Australian universities, three private Australian 

universities, one private university of specialisation, two overseas universities, and 129 

non-university HE providers (NUHEPs). In 2016, 1,457,209 students were enrolled in 

HE awards. Universities hold 92 per cent of the HE market share. Of the student 

enrolments, 391,136 were international. Table 2.4 below shows the status of non-

traditional student enrolments and highlights the increase in numbers from 2008 to 2016 

(Universities Australia, 2018). 
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Table 2-4. 

Non-traditional student enrolments in HE in 2016 

Type of student 2008 2016 Percentage increase 

Students with a 

disability 

  24,311   50,206 106.00 

Indigenous 

students 

    7,038   13,320   89.00 

Students from low 

Socioeconomic 

status 

  90,467 140,462   55.00 

Regional and 

remote students 

110,124 163,292   48.00 

2.4 Results of the Move to Mass Higher Education in Australia 

This section details the results of the move to mass HE in Australia relative to 

graduate numbers by residency and gender. The reasons this section is important to this 

research are because it provides clarity to: 

1. The number of graduates exiting universities who then seek full-time 

professional employment in their chosen (usually degree-related) field. 

2. The reason behind the ‘pushback’ from employers, reporting that new 

graduates are not suitable because they are not work ready and have not 

attained employability. 

3. The need for WIL, in particular internships, to bridge the gap between 

university qualifications and work experience. 

Additionally, this information sets the scene to as to why the workplace supervisor 

in a HE internship program is critical to enhancing the work readiness and employability 

of business student interns.  

The graph below, Figure 2.1, shows the result of the rapid expansion of HE from 

1989, immediately following the Dawkins Report (1988) to 2017, post The Bradley 

Review (2008) in Australia. The graph comprises individuals who have completed a 

university degree in all fields and includes: Doctorates, Masters, other Postgraduate (i.e 
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Graduate Diplomas, Graduate Certificates), Bachelors and other Undergraduates (i.e 

Diploma, Associate Diploma, other award course, enabling course, Non-award course).  

 

 
 

Figure 2-1 The rapid expansion of HE in Australia by residency and gender – Graduates 

from 1989 to 2017. (Australian Government, 2001, 2018a)  

In real figures, from 1989 to 2017 total graduates increased from 90,477 to 

344,520 or by 280.78 per cent during that time. Domestic graduates grew from 87,709 to 

224,799 or by 156.30 per cent. In 1989, domestic students accounted for 96.94 per cent 

of the HE student cohort. In comparison, international students grew from 2768 to 

119,721 or by 4225.18 per cent. That is, in 1989 international students accounted for three 

in every 100 students. In 2017, one in every three students was an international student.  

As mentioned previously, in the new market-driven HE sector, international students 

provide much needed and higher level income, and today, education of international 

students remains Australia’s third largest export (Universities Australia, 2018).  

Further, domestic female graduates have continually outnumbered domestic male 

graduates. In 1989, of the 87,709 domestic graduates, 48,930 or 55.79 per cent were 

females. In 2017, of the 224,799 domestic graduates, 133,827 or 59.53 per cent were 

females. In comparison, overseas female graduates were only slightly less than the 

number of males overseas graduates until 2009. Since that time, females have continually 

outnumbered males. That is, in 1989, 43.64 per cent of overseas graduates were female. 

In 2009, 50.51 per cent of overseas graduates were female and in 2017, 51.62 per cent of 
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overseas graduates were female. In 2017, 56.78 per cent of all graduates were females. 

(see Table 2.5 for percentage increases). The information on females is important because 

females were one of the target group identified by The Dawkins Report (2008) that set 

out to ensure equity objectives became a principal concern of management planning and 

review in HE.  

Table 2-5. 

Increase in real figures of graduates from 1989 to 2017 

Graduates 1989 2017 % increase (rounded) 

Total  90,477 344,520   281 

Domestic 87,709 224,799   156 

International   2,768 119,721 4,225 

Domestic females 48,930 133,827   173 

Domestic males 38,779   90,972   135 

International females   1,208   61,795 5,015 

International males   1,560   57,926 3,613 

In summary, legislative change to HE is Australia since 1988 has, in part, achieved 

desired outcomes. Australia has seen a significant rise in the number of people graduating 

with HE qualifications. In particular, women, those seeking postgraduate qualifications, 

and the international student cohort are success stories (Australian Government, 2001); 

(Australian Government, 2018a). 

However, two major negatives of the move from elite to mass expansion of HE 

emerged. The first major negative was the cost of the HELP portfolio. The two key 

sources were: 1) the concessional interest rate charged on loans; and 2) the doubtful debt 

cost of loans not expected to be repaid. As at 30 June 2017 the HELP debt was $55.4 

billion. This figure included the fair value of $35.9 billion and the nominal value of $19.5 

billion. The $19.5 billion is doubtful debt, that is the debt is unlikely to be paid (Norton, 

Cherastidthan, & Mackey, 2018). The Australian government is looking at ways to 

manage this debt and in 2018 implemented change. Table 2.6 below illustrates the 

repayment rates for the 2017/2018 and 2018/2019 financial years (Australian 

Government, 2017, 2018b). For the 2017/2018 period, graduates did not have to repay 

their debt until they earned $55,874 per year. Their loan repayments commenced at 4 per 

cent. Effective 1st July 2018, graduates repay their debt upon annual earnings of $51,597 
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with loan repayments starting at 2 per cent and increasing with greater annual income. 

The Australian government continues to look at ways to manage this debt however this 

problem falls outside the scope of this research. 

Table 2-6. 

Repayment rate changes from 2017/2018 to 2018/2019 taxation year 

Repayment Income 

2017/2018 

Repayment Income 

2018/2019 

Repayment % rate 

Below $55,874 Below $51,597 Nil 

 $ 51,597 - $57,729 2.0 

$ 55,874 - $62,238 $ 57,730 - $64,306 4.0 

$ 62,239 - $68,602 $ 64,307 - $70,881 4.5 

$ 68,603 - $72,207 $ 70,882 - $74,607 5.0 

$ 72,208 - $77,618 $ 74,608 - $80,197 5.5 

$ 77,619 - $84,062 $ 80,198 - $86,855 6.0 

$ 84,063 - $88,486 $ 86,856 - $91,425 6.5 

$ 88,487 - $97,377 $ 91,426 - $100,613 7.0 

$ 97,378 - $103,765 $100,614 -$107,213 7.5 

$103,766 and above $107,214 and above 8.0 

Source: Australian Government - Study Assist (Australian Government, 2017, 

2018b). 

The second major negative relates to the flooding of graduates onto the Australian 

labour market due to the rapid expansion in HE. The information reported is important to 

this research because that phenomenon has affected the HE sector, with employers 

complaining about the lack of suitable graduates, and stakeholders expressing similar 

concerns. Changes to the labour market and their effects on graduates are briefly explored 

next. 

2.4.1 The labour market in Australia  

Higher numbers of university graduates are seeking to enter the workforce than 

ever before in Australia (AWPA, 2013a) and elsewhere (Tomlinson, 2012). In Australia, 

across the two decades from 1993 to 2013 the number of working Australians who held 

a university degree increased from 12.4 per cent to 27.9 per cent (Wilkins & Wooden, 

2014). In 2018, that figure increased again to 32.6 per cent (ABS, 2018c). Such statistics 
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support evidence highlighting the continual rapid expansion of the HE system in 

Australia. Additionally, in 2013, 20 per cent of the labour force was immigrants (Wilkins 

& Wooden, 2014). The percentage of immigrants increased to 31.4 per cent in 2018 

(ABS, 2018b) which is not surprising considering the high numbers of international 

graduates discussed previously. Perhaps not surprisingly then, as at August 2018, 18.4 

per cent of those unemployed had a university degree (ABS, 2018a). 

Further, Graduate Careers Australia (GCA) completed a study of employment and 

wage outcomes of 2014 Australian university Bachelor graduates four months after 

graduation. While 68.8 per cent were full-time employed, 11.3 per cent were unemployed 

and 19.9 per cent were underemployed due to lack of opportunities (GCA, 2015). In 2017, 

the number of Bachelor graduates in full-time employment had risen to 71.8 per cent. The 

overall employment rate was 86.5 per cent suggesting that 14.7 per cent of Bachelor 

graduates were underemployed and 13.5 per cent were unemployed four months after 

graduation (Social Research Centre, 2018). That is, an increase in full-time employment 

of Bachelor graduates has been achieved across the period of 2014 to 2017 as has a 

decrease in underemployed bachelor graduates. Even so, the percentage of unemployed 

bachelor graduates has risen by more than two per cent across the same period.  

The term underemployment includes individuals who are working fewer hours 

than desired (Healy, 2015; Wilkins & Wooden, 2014) and part-time workers who would 

prefer to work full-time (Healy, 2015). Additionally, graduate underemployment refers 

to individuals who hold a degree but whose careers commence in work that does not 

require a degree, rendering a disparity between education and employment (Okay-

Somerville & Scholatios, 2014). The expansion of HE has given rise to an excess in the 

supply of graduates that has led to not only a skills mismatch in employment but may also 

have led to an erosion of the financial benefits a university degree once afforded its 

graduates. While investment in HE may bring favourable outcomes for some graduates, 

that is not the case for all graduates (Tomlinson, 2012). The following section examines 

what these outcomes mean for university graduates in terms of gaining employment and 

what options may be available to universities to increase the likelihood of not just 

employment, but employment in their graduates’ chosen careers.  
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2.4.2 Graduate employment 

The research described has thus far provided evidence that there are more people 

seeking to enter the workforce with HE qualifications. Artess et al. (2017) noted that ‘the 

massification of HE has not been accompanied by a corresponding increase in the number 

of graduate jobs’ (p. 15). A downward trend in graduate employment has been observed 

since the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2008, and employers have indicated the 

economic climate and lack of suitable graduates as reasons (Lindsay, 2014). In 2014, 

GCA conducted research with 234 graduate recruiters using an on-line survey. These 

participants represented employer groups from Accounting/Finance (25.6%), 

Legal/Professional Services (23.9%), Government/Defence/Health (22.2%), 

Construction/Mining/Engineering (14.1%), Communications/Technology/Utilities 

(8.1%) and Manufacturing (6%). Of the participants, 59.9 per cent were from 

organisations with more than 500 employees. The remaining 40.1 per cent of participants 

were from organisations with fewer than 500 employees. GCA reported that almost one 

in four of the respondents would have employed more graduates had there been suitable 

graduates available (Lindsay, 2015).  

Table 2.7 below shows the fall in full-time graduate employment from the period 

of 2008 to 2017 for undergraduates, postgraduates’ coursework, and postgraduate 

research graduates (Social Research Centre, 2018). The negative change to undergraduate 

full-time employment was almost one and a half times that of postgraduate research 

graduates and almost triple the negative change experienced by postgraduate coursework 

graduates.  

Table 2-7. 

Change to full-time graduate employment 2008 to 2017 

Type of graduate 2008 2017 Percentage 

change 

Undergraduates 83.2 per cent 71.8 per cent 11.4 

Postgraduate 

coursework 

90.1 per cent 86.1 per cent   4.0 

Postgraduate research 87.8 per cent 80.4 per cent   7.4 

Since the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2008, it has also taken some graduates 

longer than previously to gain a full-time job (Social Science Centre, 2018). The 2018 
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Graduate Outcomes Survey-Longitudinal (GOS-L) demonstrated that for some, finding 

full-time graduate employment can take time. The GOS-L examines and measures the 

short-term and medium-term outcomes of HE graduates based on a cohort analysis of 

graduates who responded to the 2015 Australian Graduate Survey. A total of 39,744 

graduates completed surveys responses across the three-year period from 2015 to 2018. 

Graduates included those who completed qualifications from undergraduate, 

postgraduate coursework and postgraduate research degrees. For undergraduates, in 2015, 

67.1 per cent were in full-time employment immediately upon graduation. However, by 

2018, 89.2 per cent of the same cohort of graduates had found full-time work. For 

postgraduates, in 2015, 81.3 per cent were in full-time employment immediately upon 

graduation. By 2018, 92.4 per cent of that cohort were in full-time employment. In 2015, 

75.1 per cent of the postgraduate research cohort had found full-time employment 

immediately upon graduation. That percentage rose to 81.3 in 2018 (Social Science 

Centre, 2018) (see Table 2.8). This information is important because it demonstrates that 

a graduate qualification does not necessarily equal employment. 

Table 2-8. 

Graduate employment percentages by type across 2015 to 2018 

Type of graduate 2015 2018 Percentage points 

increase 

Undergraduates 67.1 per cent 89.2 per cent 22.1 

Postgraduates 81.3 per cent 92.4 per cent 11.1 

Postgraduate research 75.1 per cent 89.6 per cent 14.5 

 

An expected outcome of the reports and review discussed in section 2.4 and 

subsequent changes to HE legislation was that Australia would develop a highly skilled 

workforce (The Dawkins Report, 1988; The Nelson Report, 2003; The Bradley Review, 

2008). The expectation remains that university graduates will contribute to the 

sustainability of strong economic growth and development (AWPA, 2013a; C. Smith et 

al., 2014). Pressure is being placed on universities to produce employable graduates 

((Bridgstock, 2009; Cranmer, 2006; C. Smith et al., 2014; Watts, 2006). The onus is on 

the HE sector to present graduates to the labour market who are both work ready (Jackson, 

2013b; Patrick et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014) and have attained employability (Yorke, 
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2006). There is also an expectation that graduates will be better equipped members of 

society (Barrie, 2007). Amid stakeholder concerns over acceptable employability 

outcomes and acceptable professional outcomes for university graduates (Coates, 2015; 

W. Green et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014), there is an expectation that universities will 

deliver. Consequently, one of the most important developments in the past decade in HE 

in Australia has been the employability agenda and the idea of graduates being job ready 

(Moore & Morton, 2015). 

2.4.3 What do employers look for? 

Whilst a university degree may have once offered a passport into graduate 

employment (Harvey, 2000), this is not the case today. According to Yorke and Harvey 

(2005) a degree is just the beginning. Employers often view educational attainment as a 

‘first-pass filter’ (R. Hogan et al., 2013, p. 5) or ‘a tick in the box’ (Tomlinson, 2008, p. 

51). The expansion of HE has led to a degree, at best, enabling a job seeker to ‘stay in the 

race’ (Brown, Hesketh, & Williams, 2002, p. 10). Many graduates share comparable 

educational and pre-work profiles (Tomlinson, 2012), and as such, qualifications no 

longer assure employment (Mok et al., 2016), and they are not the main focus of 

employers when recruiting (Clarke, 2008). Today, employers seek an assortment of 

qualities and other achievements from potential employees (Tomlinson, 2012). 

Tomlinson (2012) argued that universities have been unsuccessful in preparing 

graduates for the labour market. The author reasoned that it is due to a strict focus placed 

on academic education and not enough on practical learning and skills. An examination 

of the relationship between graduate skills and employer expectations found that there is 

a view among employers that a graduate skills gap exists, suggesting that universities may 

not provide adequate opportunities for students to develop skills critical for the labour 

market (Chisholm et al., 2018) (see Appendix B Global and Asia Pacific core graduate 

skills). However, while important, skills and abilities alone may not ensure employability 

either. It is the attitude and behaviour of individuals that are the critical determinants in 

their employability (Clarke, 2008).  

A graduate employer survey undertaken yearly in Australasia published by GCA 

found that of the 367 respondents, 58.3 per cent who recruited graduates in 2014 for 

commencement in 2014-2015, ranked interpersonal skills and communications skills 

(written and oral) as the most important key selection criterion (Matthews, Guthrie, & 



40 

Lindsay, 2016). Cultural alignment/values fit ranked second (34.3 per cent) and emotional 

intelligence was third (26.2 per cent). Additionally, 19.1 per cent of graduate recruiters 

ranked work experience as a most important key selection criterion. Of those respondents, 

72% were from the private sector, 21 per cent were from the government/public sector, 6 

per cent were from not-for-profit sector and one per sent did not respond to the question 

about sector represented (Matthews et al., 2016). See Table 2.9 below for employers’ top 

10 most important key selection criteria when recruiting graduates. 

Table 2-9. 

Employers most important key selection criteria for recruiting graduates, 2014 (%)  

Note: Because employers could nominate more than one selection criterion, the 

percentages in this table do not add up to 100 per cent. Source: Matthews et al. (2016, p. 

19). 

Further, Archer and Davidson (2008) conducted a pilot study in the UK that 

involved 233 employers from small, medium and large organisations. Those authors used 

a survey tool to seek employer feedback as to which skills employers value most highly 

among graduates. The authors found that the two most sought-after skills were 

communication and team work Additionally, the study found that small companies placed 

importance on ‘good character/personality’, with ‘fitting in’ especially important in small 

teams (Archer & Davidson, 2008, p. 8). Having analysed results from national reports 

commissioned in the USA and the UK, to determine performance demands of modern 

employment, and empirical research and other literature in the same area, R. Hogan et al. 

(2013) concluded that the single most important characteristic that employers looks for 

in their graduates is interpersonal skills or social competence. Furthermore, the authors 

suggested that as workplaces become more team-based, networked and service-oriented 

Selection Criteria % 

Interpersonal and communication skills 58.3 

Cultural alignment/values fit 34.3 

Emotional intelligence (including self-awareness, self-regulation, self-

motivation) 

26.2 

Reasoning and problem-solving skills 22.6 

Academic results 19.6 

Work experience 19.1 

Technical skills 14.4 

Demonstrated leadership 13.1 

Extra-curricular involvement (e.g clubs and societies)  7.4 

Community/volunteer service  1.6 
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due to shifts in the economy, training initiatives will focus more on social skills than on 

traditional technical skills. Their conclusion, which supported Archer and Davidson’s 

(2008) findings, was that employers are more interested in the potential employee’s 

interpersonal skills and fit with the organisation (their likeability, making them rewarding 

to deal with), their ability to do the job and willingness to work hard. R. Hogan et al. 

(2013) call this the ‘employer’s attribution’ (p. 12), (see Figure 2.2) and believe that this 

is what determines a potential employee’s employability and career success. This is 

important to university curricula and how universities should prepare students for the 

workplace, and hence is particularly relevant to this research. 

Potential Employee’s Profile                Employer’s Perception 

 

                                                        

 

                                                                                             

                                                                                                 

                                                                                                 

                                                            

                                              

 

Figure 2-2 Determinants of Employability Model. (R. Hogan et al., 2013, p. 12) 

2.4.3.1 Work experience 

Importantly, the graduate employers survey by GCA referred to earlier found that 

across the period 2007 to 2015, work experience retained a top ten ranking. In 2015, 19.1 

per cent or almost one in every five graduate recruiters nominated work experience as 

one of the top three key selection criteria considered when recruiting graduates (Matthews 

et al., 2016). Archer and Davidson’s (2008) research concurred that work experience is 

important, finding that both large and small organisations considered work experience a 

vital component of graduate employability. Such findings support other research that 

shows that prospective employers greatly value graduates with work experience (Birchall, 

2013; Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007). More so, today’s graduate employers demand 

applicants who are work ready and have obtained appropriate workplace skills with 

relevant experience. For example, London-based research firm High Fliers Research 
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conduct yearly surveys about the graduate market. Graduate recruiters at the organisations 

featured in their research in 2017 were asked about the value of work experience when it 

comes to assessing students’ applications for graduate roles. More than a third of the 

graduate recruiters surveyed warned that it was either ‘not very likely’ or ‘not at all likely’ 

that graduates who had no previous work experience at all would be successful during 

their selection process and they had little to no chance of being made a job offer, 

irrespective of their academic achievements or the university they had attended (High 

Fliers Research, 2017, p. 23). 

In summary, the key feature of relevance to this research is that university 

qualifications that once were regarded as distinctive on a resume are now expected, and 

no longer separate prospective employees from each other. Employers look for a variety 

of qualities and other achievements from potential employees and are particularly 

favourable towards graduates with demonstrated work experience. Therefore, universities 

must look for other ways to assist their graduates to ‘stand out from the crowd’ and meet 

employer demands. A popular vehicle through which to achieve this in the HE sector is 

WIL (Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg et al., 2010; Jackson, 2013b; 

Jackson et al., 2015; C. Smith et al., 2014). WIL is a strategy used to ‘develop a coherent 

approach to build workforce capability, skills and individual prospects’ (UA, ACCI, AIG, 

BCA, & ACEN, 2015, p. 1) and will be discussed next. 

2.4.4 Work integrated learning 

WIL activities allow student interns to connect knowledge gained from their 

studies and apply it to multiple aspects of theory and practice in their workplace (AWPA, 

2013b). In recent decades, WIL has rapidly expanded as a curriculum approach in 

Australia (Patrick et al., 2014). WIL is important because it provides educational services 

and experiences that contribute to a student’s career development learning (AWPA, 

2013a; Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg et al., 2010; Jackson, 2015a; M. 

Smith et al., 2009), produces work ready graduates (AWPA, 2013a; Jackson, 2015b; C. 

Smith et al., 2014) and enhances graduate employment (Jackson, 2013b; Martin, Rees, & 

Edwards, 2011). Additionally, it has been suggested that WIL has the potential to address 

skill shortages, which in turn increases employment opportunities, and contributes to 

strong economic growth and sustainability (C. Smith et al., 2014). 



43 

Consequently, WIL programs are a high-level strategic goal at universities across 

Australia (Universities Australia, 2014) and globally (Council of Ontario Universities, 

2014; European Commission, 2014). Universities are now investing significant resources 

in WIL that provide students with an array of simulated or real-life work experiences to 

improve their chances of both graduate employment and career success (C. Smith et al., 

2014; M. Smith et al., 2009). There are many approaches to WIL including project work, 

simulated work environments, virtual WIL and placements/internships (Patrick et al., 

2009). The focus of this research is workplace internships, the workplace supervisor of 

business student interns, and the business students who participate in business internships. 

To provide context, internships are discussed next. 

2.4.5 Internships 

Internships are an element of WIL that have typically been incorporated into the 

curricula of professional accredited university degrees such as health and education 

(Jackson, 2013b). An internship is, ‘a period of work experience offered by an employer 

to give students and graduates exposure to the working environment, often within a 

specific industry, and often related to their field of study’ (Jones & Warnock, 2014, p. 3). 

Their key role is to enhance student employability (Helyer & Lee, 2014b; Jackson, 2015b; 

C. Smith et al., 2014). It is for that reason that internships have become a critical extra-

curricular activity that more recently have been incorporated into business degrees in the 

western world. The rationale is that real-world working environments delivered by 

internships offer a first-hand experience of what happens in an organisation, providing 

students with an understanding of employers’ expectations, and an opportunity to gain 

workplace cultural awareness, practical skills, teamwork, leadership (AWPA, 2013a), and 

build much-needed professional networks (AWPA, 2013a; Bridgstock, 2011), and a work 

portfolio (Bridgstock, 2011) which will enhance their career management competencies 

(see Bridgstock, 2009). 

Internships also provide career direction, allowing students to find out if they are 

suited to their chosen profession (Patrick et al., 2009). Because internships are typically 

attached to a subject as part of the degree and are academically assessed, they also allow 

for an opportunity for student reflection and evaluation of their performance, which is an 

important component of employability (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007). Key stakeholders 

consider internships, along with work experience, to be the most effective solution 
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towards enhancing the employability outcomes of graduates (Kinash et al., 2015). 

Research by C. Smith et al. (2014) discussed earlier also found that high quality actual 

work placements provide better outcomes for students than simulation activities. Such 

internships seek to demonstrate the relevance of a degree to specific industries by linking 

study and work (PhillipsKPA, 2014) thereby offering similar breadth, depth and scope to 

that of real workplace experiences (Johari & Bradshaw, 2008). C. Smith et al. (2014) 

coined the term ‘triciprocity’ (p. 73), which captures the notion that workplace internships 

are a three-way negotiation of the expectations of contributions of the key stakeholders, 

those being students, industry partners (including workplace supervisors) and the 

university (Jackson et al., 2015; Johari, Bradshaw, & Aguilar, 2002; Martin et al., 2011; 

Patrick et al., 2009; M. Smith et al., 2009). The key stakeholders of an internship program 

are discussed next. 

2.5 Key Stakeholders of an Internship Program 

This section is separated into three parts with each part examining a key 

stakeholder within the internship program. Human Capital Theory (HCT) (Schultz, 1961) 

is used to understand the value and benefit internships hold for student interns who seek 

a return on their investment in themselves. Following, a critical analysis is undertaken of 

the workplace supervisor. In that section, other studies involving the workplace 

supervisor are discussed in detail as is the role of the workplace supervisor. Path Goal 

Theory of Leader Effectiveness (PGT) (House, 1971) and Leader-Member Exchange 

(Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997) are used to examine the workplace supervisors’ 

leadership style prior to examining the literature to identify important skills that may be 

necessary to carry out the role. While the focus of this research is the workplace 

supervisors and their business student interns, the responsibilities of universities in the 

internship partnership will also be briefly examined as per the literature.  

2.5.1 Student interns seeking a return on their investment in themselves 

HCT (Schultz, 1961) may increase understanding about business student interns 

and their commitment to an internship program. HCT was introduced in the early 1960s. 

In his Presidential Address to the Seventy-Third Annual Meeting of the American 

Economic Association, Schultz (1961) explained that expenditures on education and 

foregone earnings by mature students attending school and by workers acquiring on-the-

job training were clear examples of investment in human capital. Since the early 1960s, 
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there have been many definitions and explanations of HCT (see Nafukho, Hairston and 

Brooks, 2004).  More recently, Barach (2015) explained that HCT asserts that, ‘in effect, 

the labour market rewards the investments individuals make in themselves, which in turn 

can generate increased opportunities for the worker’ (p. 220). 

Towards the end of the twentieth century, education and training were considered 

the most important investment in human capital with earnings of more educated persons 

almost always above average (Becker, 1994). Those individuals with well-developed 

personal characteristics, such as effective communication and problem-solving skills, 

perform their jobs to a relatively high level (compared to their counterparts who have not 

experienced the same or similar education and training) and are rewarded 

accordingly. Further, this period saw large increases in HE enrolments of women 

particularly into fields that were once male dominated such as law, medicine and business 

(Becker, 1994).  

Schultz (1961) suggested that human investment is measured by its cost, however, 

in principle, the alternative method for measuring human investment is in yield. The 

reason being is that, ‘while any capability produced by human investment becomes a part 

of the human agent and hence cannot be sold; it is nevertheless in touch with the market 

place’ (p.8) by affecting the wages and salaries human agents can earn. According to 

Fabricant (as cited in Schultz, 1961), any increase in earnings is the yield on the human 

investment. Tomlinson (2012, p. 414) added to the conversation stating: 

‘If individuals are able to capitalise upon their education and training and adopt 

relatively flexible and proactive approaches to their working lives, then they will 

be more productive, have higher earning potential and be able to access a range 

of labour market goods including better working conditions, higher status and 

more fulfilling work’. 

Policy-makers argued that the introduction of course fees in HE institutions in the 

1990s was justified because participation in HE provided graduates with significant 

financial and personal benefits (Tomlinson, 2008). However, as we near the end of the 

second decade of the twenty-first century, much has changed. The shift from elite to mass 

HE has seen more people than ever before with HE qualifications seeking to enter the 

workforce (AWPA, 2013a) with the number of working Australians with a university 

degree increasing from 12.4 per cent to 31.4 per cent in the twenty five year period of 
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1993 to 2018 (ABS, 2018b) (Wilkins & Wooden, 2014). This is important because the 

massification of HE has, for some, diluted both the value of HE and the yield it brings 

with it (Tomlinson, 2012).  

For example, Okay-Somerville and Scholatios (2014) expressed concern that the 

rapid expansion of HE has brought with it boundaries to employment such as graduate 

underemployment; that is, individuals whose careers commence in work that does not 

require a degree – a disparity between education and employment. Their research found 

that overqualified graduates working in low-skilled and intermediate-skilled jobs, not 

using their graduate skills, can create a ‘stigma’ for their career progression, limiting 

boundary crossing to higher skilled work in the graduate labour market. Tomlinson 

(2012) suggested that graduate employees are challenged to develop strategies, such as 

accruing additional credentials and capitals that convert into economic gain, to reduce the 

likelihood of falling into these categories 

A study conducted in Britain by F. Green and Zhu (2008) analysed HE graduate 

returns on investment. The period from 1992 to 2006 saw a substantial growth in 

graduates who were overqualified for their jobs. Their earnings were not necessarily more 

in the longer-term than non-graduates, raising concerns raised that such graduates would 

experience difficulty in achieving equitable returns on their investment in HE. Another 

concern from the analysis was that employers may choose to fill job vacancies with 

individuals who are overeducated thereby restricting access to work for non-graduates. 

The outcome of that study aligned closely with research undertaken by Okay-Somerville 

and Scholatios (2014) who conducted career history interviews with 36 UK graduates and 

found that not all graduates achieved favourable results from having a university 

qualification.  

Additionally, Tomlinson (2012) suggested that a graduate’s wider educational 

profile can act as a socio-economic influence that may have a major bearing on their 

future labour market outcomes. The author referred to Power and Whitty (2006) to 

support his reasoning. Those authors explored the status of secondary school and HE 

relative to occupation and earnings among a large cohort of middle-class men and women 

in the U.K. From 1982, they followed the progress of a group of young men and women 

from the start of their secondary education when they were deemed to be ‘destined for 

success’ (p. 3), to 2004 when these same people were in their early 30s. Firstly, those who 
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went to private secondary schools were accepted to elite universities with lower A level 

scores than those who attended public secondary schools.  

Secondly, a strong relationship between earning levels and status of university 

attended was identified, with those authors arguing that those who went to elite 

universities for their first degree achieved the greatest gains. Power and Whitty (2006) 

reasoned that while the finding may be a simple indication that the most talented go the 

furthest, ‘the close connection between private schools and entry to elite universities, 

particularly Oxford and Cambridge, suggested that there are institutional as well as 

individual factors at work’ (p. 8). Thirdly, Power and Whitty’s (2006) data suggested that 

those who obtained a degree from a less prestigious university may achieve earnings no 

greater than could be achieved by attaining A levels at secondary school alone. For that 

reason, the authors suggested individuals need to question the financial worth of studying 

for a degree at all from such universities, particularly if the labour market does not accept 

its value. Labour market value can determine wage premium or penalty earned by 

individuals (Greenwood, Harrison, & Vignoles, 2011). They added that this situation had 

become a central concern particularly as HE is experiencing wider participation and the 

costs of HE are passed to the students who are considered the beneficiaries. The 

researcher was unable to find a similar study conducted in Australia to compare or 

contrast Power and Whitty’s (2006) findings. However, in Australia, from the reforms 

discussed earlier, the Australian government has established national targets that by 2020, 

20 per cent of undergraduates enrolled in Australian universities will be from low social-

economic backgrounds (Pitman, 2012). 

Making a return on investment in university study requires high levels of personal 

investment from each individual with the goal to enhance an individual’s employment 

profile and credentials. Internships, voluntary work and international travel are now on 

the graduates’ agendas to assist them to stand out and gain labour market advantage 

(Tomlinson, 2012). Empirical research has found that for students, internships 

differentiate them from others not undertaking an internship (Cannon & Arnold, 1998; 

Gault et al., 2010). For example, Gault et al. (2010) conducted quantitative research 

involving 185 workplace supervisors in an internship program over a period of four years. 

The authors found that undergraduate business students were perceived to be better 

prepared to enter the job market and achieve their personal income objectives if they have 

had an internship experience. Additionally, Helyer & Lee’s (2014) mixed methods 
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research that included 87 workplace supervisors and 87 recent Arts graduates, found that 

the combination of subject knowledge and real-life workplace experience, perhaps via an 

internship, provided a catalyst for future innovation, development, and success. These 

studies were supported by a survey conducted in the U.K by High Flyers Research that 

found those who participate in internships are three times more likely than other graduates 

to get top jobs (ICEF Monitor, 2013).  

According to Benson (1978) human capital has two basic assumptions: Firstly, 

education helps develop skills of work, that is, improves the capacity of the worker to be 

productive; and secondly, earned income reflects marginal productivities of different 

categories of workers (p.101). Becker (1975) suggested that individuals, such as business 

student interns, who are invested in their education and internships, are more likely to 

display high levels of performance at work.  The capital value of each individual will then 

be dependent upon the quality of their work. Guo, Xiap, and Yang (2012) explained that, 

based on existing research, human capital can be divided into four dimensions: education, 

work experience, learning ability and training. Notably, all four dimensions may be 

achieved from participation in an internship. Quality components of human capital 

include, ‘skills, knowledge, and similar attributes that affect particular human capabilities 

to do productive work’ (Schultz, 1961., p. 8). Ployhart and Moliterno (2011) concur that 

human capital represents a ‘unit-level resource that is created from the emergence of 

individuals’ knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics’ (p. 127). With advanced 

qualities gained from experiences had from an internship, it has been argued by many 

(Kinash et al., 2015; Patrick et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 2014) that as a consequence, 

graduates are more likely to perform better at work and be successful in their careers  

2.5.2  The workplace supervisor 

For the participating internship organisation, motivations appear to be based 

mostly on reciprocity (Meeker, 1971). That is because internships can be of much value 

to the organisation for the reasons that they are cost effective, students bring in new ideas, 

students may be sourced as future employees due to their displayed talent (Cannon & 

Arnold, 1998; Gault et al., 2010; Jackson et al., 2015; Johari & Bradshaw, 2008; McIlveen 

et al., 2008), and students provide an opportunity to refresh the organisation, improve the 

corporate image and for the organisation to give back to the industry or profession 

(PhillipsKPA, 2014). Students also bring with them up to date knowledge and an ‘extra 
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pair of hands’ (Reeders, 2000, p. 210). Some organisations see providing internships as a 

service to the community or addressing skill shortages (Patrick et al., 2009). 

However, in Australia, it has been reported that insufficient resources and high 

supervision time requirements pose barriers for organisations to participate in internships 

programs (PhillipsKPA, 2014; Rowe et al., 2012). Identifying suitable mentors and 

workplace supervisors has also been found to be a challenge (Jackson et al., 2015). This 

information is important because Small (2015) found from a mixed methods study 

involving 80 business student interns and their 35 workplace supervisors, that some 

student interns, both undergraduate and postgraduate, had a less than satisfactory 

internship and/or workplace experience. The reason was because their workplace 

supervisor was too busy or did not have the knowledge to assist with transferring 

classroom skills to the workplace. A key message from that research was that the 

influence of project-based internships on graduate employability is typically maximised 

by workplace supervisors who have the capacity to: provide knowledge, experience and 

time; mentor and provide feedback to their student interns; understand the requirements 

of the internship program; and understand the expectations of the student interns (Small, 

2015). However, that research did not examine how the relationship between workplace 

supervisors and business student interns enhanced the interns’ graduate employability. 

Nor did the research allow for the identification of key actions taken by the workplace 

supervisor to maximise the internship experiences, and how these key actions achieved 

accomplishments by the student interns that enhanced the student interns’ graduate 

employability. 

Further, quantitative research undertaken by Jackson (2015b) involving 131 

undergraduates in an Australian university found that the most important person in 

assisting student interns to perform employability skills in the internship partnership is 

the workplace supervisor. Jackson’s (2015b) research highlighted the importance of the 

role of the workplace supervisor in enhancing the employability of student interns. In that 

research, many students were critical that they were inadequately prepared in the 

classroom for their work placement. In particular, feedback included ill-preparedness in 

their abilities to use technologies, speak comfortably to a public audience, and speak 

comfortably with clients and co-workers. One student intern stated, ‘the more one works 

in industry, it becomes obvious that very little of what is taught in class is applied in the 

real world’ (p. 358). Consequently, Jackson’s (2015b) research suggested that preparing 
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students for employment may arguably, in some universities, fall to the workplace 

supervisor. While Jackson’s research has contributed to the emerging body of work that 

includes workplace supervisors, it did not examine the relationship factor of workplace 

supervisors and business student interns in enhancing graduate employability.  

Interestingly, J. Smith and Smith (2010) researched a Creative Industries 

Internship Program, delivered by a large metropolitan university in Australia. Their 

qualitative research conducted with 20 workplace supervisors concluded that there is a 

need to understand that workplace supervisors are fundamental contributors to a culture 

of providing learning and support that values work as learning, rather than work as 

something that needs to be integrated with learning. Businesses do not perceive 

themselves as primary learning institutions, that is not their role, they are not universities 

(J. Smith & Smith, 2010). Additionally, unlike large organisations that often have a key 

staff member take on the responsibility of supervising interns, for example Human 

Resource (HR) staff members, staff in small to medium enterprises (SME) often had little 

to no experience supervising interns (J. Smith & Smith, 2010). Also, these SMEs often 

did not have a dedicated staff member responsible for inducting, supporting or mentoring 

student interns. Therefore, questions were raised about the limited supervisory experience 

of such workplace supervisors working in SMEs and their capacity to assess the quality 

of a student intern’s work (J. Smith & Smith, 2010). Workplace supervisors who lack 

experience may also lack skills to guide student interns (Small, 2015; J. Smith & Smith, 

2010). Sapp and Zhang (2009, p. 285), noted that, ‘in fact, it is not uncommon for 

relatively recent college graduates to be intern supervisors. Interestingly, in the U.S.A, 

the faculty advisor of one internship program reviewed the credentials of potential 

workplace supervisors before approving the internship (McDonough, Rodriguez, & Prior-

Miller, 2009).  

Reviewing the credentials of potential workplace supervisors does not typically 

appear to be conducted by university staff prior to securing an internship. For example, 

in their publication, Work Integrated Learning A Template for Good Practice: 

Supervisors’ Reflections, Martin et al. (2011) reported the findings from interviews with 

15 academic supervisors engaged in WIL across a range of academic disciplines in a 

university in New Zealand. The university staff relied on the relationships built with the 

organisations rather than individual employees to secure internships, as well as allowing 

students to find their own internships. The research suggested that the university focused 
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on the suitability of the student to the workplace and/or project the student will work on 

rather than the suitability of the workplace supervisor to supervise the student intern.  

Edwards et al. (2015) suggested when identifying and developing ‘Good WIL’ 

practices, three key elements included; ‘well-articulated expectations of both students and 

industry partners; clear induction processes at the beginning and facilitated opportunities 

for reflection on experiences at the end - for both students and industry; well established 

processes for logistics and support of students and industry. While the authors did not 

identify reviewing the credentials of workplace supervisors, their focus was on preparing 

the workplace supervisors well for the experience and supporting them through the 

experience.  

Beard and Morton (1999) supports that efforts should be concentrated more on 

training workplace supervisors in internship programs. They recommended that 

workplace supervisors be encouraged to give specific direction, examples and positive 

constructive feedback. Spencer (2007) agreed and suggested that workplace supervisors 

as teachers should have training on how to teach. Workplace supervisors often contribute 

to the assessment of student interns’ employability. This may be based on a formal report 

as a guide to learning outcomes (Martin, Rees, & Edwards, 2012) or in other ways. For 

example, the data collected by Bilsland et al. (2014) for the research they conducted in 

Vietnam with 368 workplace supervisor respondents came from the Intern Performance 

Evaluation Survey based on a 10-item 5-point Likert scale questionnaire submitted by 

workplace supervisors who participated in the Foreign University in Vietnam (FUV) 

internship program. This survey is used by FUV to evaluate students employability, based 

on workplace supervisors feedback. The research conducted by Bilsland et al. (2014) 

found that the student interns met the expectations of their workplace supervisors 

regarding their performance on employability skills measures. 

Sapp and Zhang (2009) conducted research in the USA using a mixed methods 

approach to examine the performance of student interns in the discipline of business 

communication as perceived by their 238 workplace supervisors. Sapp and Zhang (2009) 

found that student interns tended to meet workplace supervisors’ expectations in many 

areas, however, increased attention was required on initiative, writing skills, and oral 

communication skills. Similarly, Felicen et al. (2014) conducted quantitative research in 

the Philippines with 209 workplace supervisors. The workplace supervisors evaluated 
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student interns from an international tourism and hospitality management degree in terms 

of knowledge, skills, attitude and personality. From that research, Felicen et al. (2014) 

concluded that there was no significant relationship between the academic performance 

and training performance of the student interns.  McDonough et al. (2009), also conducted 

mixed methods research in the USA similar to that of Sapp and Zhang (2009), but with 

113 workplace supervisors and their 111 media students. In that research, the authors 

found that when self-assessing, student interns rated their performances higher than did 

their workplace supervisors. Student interns’ self-assessment of their employability has 

the potential to cause halo error (Gonyea, 2005; Jackson, 2013b), which relates to student 

interns rating themselves with a view to their overall employability rather than their 

capabilities in individual work-readiness skills and attributes for employability. 

2.5.2.1 Evaluating student performance 

As discussed, workplace supervisors do contribute to student evaluation, however, 

there can be problems associated with this. Feedback from the workplace supervisor about 

the assessment of student interns’ professional competence and workplace performance 

is important but concerns may be raised about reliability and quality control (McNamara, 

2013). For example, Stone and McLaren (1999) suggested that in some cases workplace 

supervisors recommend student interns are awarded high marks as a reward for being in 

the workplace unpaid, or to encourage more students to the workplace. Gonsalvez et al. 

(2013) expressed concerns about leniency and bias that give way to inaccurate ratings of 

psychology student interns and other health disciplines by their workplace supervisors. 

Those authors suggested that such a practice not only reduces the opportunities for interns 

to develop their skills, there is also the risk that public confidence will be eroded if 

practitioners are being credentialed who have not attained appropriate competencies.  

Trede and Smith (2014) supported good assessment practice as important to 

students because it drives what they learn, contributes to the experiences had across their 

time at university, and forms the basis for their identity both as professionals and for 

future practice. Based on their position of assessment as a critical practice, those authors 

conducted qualitative research with nine experienced physiotherapy clinical educators. 

The purpose of their research was to understand the complex interconnections between 

meaning, action and intention using a critical lens. The research was conducted in two 
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parts. The first part included semi-structured interviews via telephone, and later a face-

to-face round table discussion that included all nine participants.  

In responding to the relational aspect of assessment, one participant explained, ‘I 

am trying to judge their actual performance and not their personality. Obviously, there 

are students who you get along with better than others so trying to be fair in that respect…’ 

(p. 163). Another participant was deterred from providing feedback on students’ character 

having been affected from such an experience, ‘It was sort of a comment about 

attitude…she didn’t seem very enthusiastic, she didn’t seem like she wanted to be 

there…There were lots of tears and she had to go home…’ (p. 163). The research revealed 

that time and experience gave the participants more confidence and they became less 

emotional about assessment. Further, sharing their experiences with colleagues assisted 

them to overcome undue personal bias. To reduce personal bias and honour critical 

judgment, Trede and Smith (2014) recommended transparent and self-questioning 

assessment dialogues amongst assessors, between assessors and those they are assessing, 

and those who design assessments. 

While the prior examples given do not examine the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and business student interns, they do provide new knowledge 

about workplace supervisors in university internship programs. Further, some of the 

examples given demonstrate that workplace supervisors do contribute to the assessment 

and/or evaluation of student interns in internship programs. As such, it is important that 

workplace supervisors attain strong knowledge of the learning outcomes and objectives 

required to understand the academic requirements of the internship program (Martin et 

al., 2012). Patrick et al. (2014) argued that it is also essential that workplace supervisors 

and relevant workplace managers develop leadership capacity. 

2.5.2.2 Role of the workplace supervisor 

Rowe et al. (2012) questioned if it is realistic to expect that workplace supervisors 

can assume all supervisory roles if they have not been provided with sufficient support 

and professional development. Rowe et al.’s (2012) questioning came from the results of 

a systematic literature search they conducted to clarify the workplace supervisor role. The 

authors search identified the roles, responsibilities and associated activities undertaken 

by workplace supervisors of university student interns. The authors search included 

discipline and curriculum models within education, health sciences, law, business and 
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information technology. Rowe et al. (2012) found that the role of the workplace 

supervisor is not only vital, but complex. Those authors broke down the role into four 

distinct role categories those being: support role, education role, 

administrative/managerial role and guardian role. Within each category are numerous 

sub-categories as shown below in Table 2.10 below. Rowe et al. (2012) explained that in 

establishing the workplace supervisor role, it was important to understand that while the 

activities identified by their research (pp. 130-134) were comprehensive, they were not 

exhaustive. Also, it is not expected that all workplace supervisors are able to take on all 

roles and activities. The activities may vary according to the type and purpose of the 

internship, the sector, and workplace characteristics.  

Table 2-10. 

Workplace supervisor roles identified within Analysis and Reflection Tool 

 (adapted from Rowe et al., 2012)  

Support roles Education roles Administration/Manager 

roles 

Guardian 

- Supporter 

- Promoter of personal 

and professional 

development 

- Counsellor/pastoral 

care 

- Collaborator with 

student 

- Colleague with 

student 

- Protector of the 

student 

 

- Teacher of technical 

skills and other 

professional/ generic 

skills 

- Monitor 

- Evaluator/feedback 

provider 

- Formal academic 

assessment 

- Role model for 

student 

- Links university and 

workplace 

Responsible for: 

- Primary contact 

- Induction/ 

Transition 

- Accountability/ 

Compliance 

- Quality assurance 

- Logistics of placement 

 

Plus: 

- Manager of student 

experience 

- Relationship building/ 

Maintenance 

 

- Gatekeeper 

for the 

profession 

- Contribution 

to future of 

the 

profession 

An examination of the role categories and sub-categories in Table 2.10 above, and 

the comprehensive list of activities found in Rowe et al. (2012, pp. 130-134) provides 

clarity as to why the workplace supervision of student interns is time consuming, why it 

can be challenging to identify suitable workplace supervisors, and why their contribution 

to the workplace learning and work readiness of student interns is invaluable. Further, 

supervisors are important to organisations because they act as the interface between the 

organisation and the employees (Macneil, 2001). A supervisor is considered as someone 

at work who will support team members when problematic matters arise (Huusko, 2006). 

A historical review of the changes to supervisor roles from the 1960s to 2000s by Huusko 

(2006, p. 94) is shown in Table 2.11. 
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Table 2-11. 

The role of the supervisor in the workplace 

Decade Role 

1960s To declare the rules of work, to plan, 

organize and supervise the work of 

subordinates. 

1970s To declare the duties, to take care of 

implementation, to motivate, to activate 

workers. 

1980s To encourage, to create the necessary 

resources for action, to develop a positive 

atmosphere and possibilities for growth. 

1990s To clarify the objectives and working 

approaches, to plan, timetable and 

organize work, to build, support and 

manage teams. 

2000s To support and develop human resource 

management (HRM) actions, to act as a 

coach and a supporter, to manage from a 

distance, to implement quality systems, to 

carry out development discussions as part 

of a reward system. 

The table above shows that the role of the supervisor in the workplace has shifted 

from giving direct orders and supervising to a supportive role that enables development 

of the employee. Employee behaviour can significantly affect the workplace much the 

same as workplace environments can significantly impact employees with regards to job 

stress, job satisfaction and job commitment levels (Lambert & Hogan, 2009). Therefore, 

supervisor support of employees can dictate whether employees succeed in their jobs, and 

the same can be applied to business student interns in the workplace.  

2.5.2.3 Leadership styles and their effects on relationships in the workplace 

This section discusses two styles of leadership in the workplace that may exist 

between workplace supervisors and employees. Path-goal theory of leader effectiveness 

(PGT) can be explained as the relationship between a supervisor in the workplace and a 

worker, with the supervisor setting achievable goals for the worker (House, 1971), or 

relevant to this research, the business student intern. In his revised PGT, House (1996) 

argued that ‘individuals in positions of authority, superiors, will be effective to the extent 

that they complement the environment in which their subordinates work’ (p. 326) and the 



56 

purpose is to ensure interns achieve their work-related goals. The supervisor (as leader) 

should identify the workplace learning objectives and determine the ways in which the 

intern (subordinate) can be guided to achieve their workplace goals. Thus, the notion of 

PGT is relevant to the role of the workplace supervisor as they are not only influential, 

but also instrumental in helping interns achieve work-related satisfaction and 

performance (Beard & Morton, 1999; Rowe et al., 2012; Small, 2015). Such satisfaction 

and performance are achieved when interns are encouraged to ask questions of the 

workplace supervisor (Martin et al., 2011; Patrick et al., 2009) and when the supervisor 

is constantly providing necessary information, guidance and feedback (Spencer, 2007).  

In contrast, Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theorises that in workplace teams, 

different relationships develop between the supervisor and the team members (Liden, 

Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997). LMX is closely related to Social Exchange Theory (SET) as 

noted by Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005), who suggested that in the workplace, social 

exchange relationships develop when employers ‘take care of employees’ (p. 882) 

creating mutual beneficial results. Of interest to this research, P. Rose, S. Teo, and J. 

Connell (2014) conducted quantitative research in China with 306 intern-supervisor 

dyads using LMX theory. They found that the exchange relationship between business 

student interns and workplace supervisors may influence key career outcomes within the 

internship context.  

Following in this theme is the mentor/mentee relationship (Babette & Beehr, 

2003). ‘Mentoring provides an opportunity for the sharing and development of work 

related skills and experience, the development of personal, academic and work related 

goals, and career development, which might not otherwise be realised through learning 

by trial and error’(M. Smith et al., 2009, p. 43). The word mentor is often used when 

discussing workplace supervisors who participate in university internship programs 

(Jackson, 2015a; Patrick et al., 2009; M. Smith et al., 2009; Winchester-Seeto et al., 

2016). Mentoring has been identified as an important practice of social capital in terms 

of career development (Hazlett & Gibson, 2007; Higgins & Kram, 2001), social support 

and role modelling (Babette & Beehr, 2003). Rode, Arthaud-Day, Ramaswami, and 

Howes (2017) concluded that the social capital relationship between mentor and mentee 

is characterised by high trust levels, shared identification, reciprocity and emotional 

intensity.  
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It is important to note that not all mentor/mentee relationships are successful and 

can be counterproductive to career development. Such relationships can occur across a 

range of disciplines or professions. For example, Straus, Chatur, and Taylor (2009) 

conducted semi-structured telephone interviews with 10 population health and 11 clinical 

investigation mentees with Doctor of Medicine degrees, and seven of their mentors. There 

was no information as to the number of female mentee participants, however all mentor 

participants were male because no female mentors were identified by the mentees. Nine 

mentees described difficulties in the mentorship that included having their research stolen 

by their mentor, while some perceived that they were in competition with their mentor. 

The nine mentees believed that those difficulties obstructed their career progress and 

productivity. The participants perceived that mutual respect and open communication 

between the mentor and mentee were important, as would be expected for all such 

relationships. 

Similarly, L. Gray, Ladany, Walker, and Ancis (2001) conducted interviews with 

13 counselling psychotherapy trainees about a counterproductive event that occurred 

during individual supervision.  The authors found that Clinical supervision that is harmful 

or counterproductive not only hinders professional growth, it results in a weakened 

supervisory relationship between the trainee and their supervisor/mentor. Race and Skees 

(2010) noted that for mentorships to be successful in the nursing profession, and this 

thesis suggests any profession, the organization needs to provide a supportive 

environment that will promote the growth and development of its leadership and staff. 

Still in nursing, Trede, Sutton, and Bernoth (2016) suggested that positive learning 

environments are achieved by cultural and collective efforts. Again, this thesis argues that 

cultural and collective efforts are required for positive learning environments across all 

professions.  

Setton, Bennett, and Liden (1996) added that the positive nature of the relationship 

between the employee (student intern/mentee) and supervisor results in desired workplace 

behaviours. Such behaviours include those that conform to the specified employment 

contract and those that extend beyond it. The employee’s (student intern’s) performance 

in terms of expected and additional citizenship behaviour increases when the relationship 

or exchanges between the two are based on mutual trust, loyalty, interpersonal affect and 

respect for one another.  
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Nahrgang, Morgeson, and Ilies (2009) used an experiential class setting to form a 

simulated organisational context that involved 69 MBA students as leaders and 330 

undergraduates as team members. They used LMX theory and a 7-point Likert scale to 

study the development of leader-member relations. Those authors found that not only did 

different relationships develop, as proposed by Liden et al. (1997), but also the quality of 

relationships developed between the supervisor and team members. Furthermore, 

regardless of the differentiation that occurred between the relationships, typically, the 

quality of the relationship grew over time and then stabilized. Additionally, the 

perspectives of the leader and member influenced the relations depending on the stage of 

the relationship. Nahrgang et al. (2009) explained that the quality of the relationship was 

initially judged by the leader in part on the extraversion of the team member. In contrast, 

the team member judged the quality of the relationship based on the agreeableness of the 

leader. In summary, leaders preferred team members who were assertive and took the 

opportunity to interact with them, while trust and cooperation of the leader were valued 

most by team members. However, actual behaviour between the leader and member was 

a key predictor to the quality of the relationship. These points are important to this 

research because, while this was a simulated experiment, the outcomes may explain why 

universities need to prepare their students well for the workplace and build relationships 

with the workplace supervisors to ensure they match students with workplace supervisors 

who are compatible and who share similar likes and dislikes, for the internship to have a 

successful outcome. 

In essence, PGT suggests that the role of the workplace supervisor in business 

internships is to provide the support, guidance and feedback necessary for the intern to 

achieve their work-related goals. Depending on the workplace supervisor, the relationship 

could be construed as ‘clinical’ in nature (Cambridge Dictionary, 2017). Alternatively, 

LMX suggests that the relationship between the two is more personal and may be built 

on reciprocity. 

2.5.2.4 Supervisor skills for the workplace 

 This thesis has explained the depth, breadth and challenges of the role of the 

workplace supervisor for business student interns. Past research argued that employees 

who are appointed to a role as supervisor to university business student interns must have 

acquired knowledge of their organisation and work portfolio (Small, 2015), and specific 
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skills that enable effectiveness in carrying out the role (Small, 2015; J. Smith & Smith, 

2010). Consequently, this research examined the literature to identify the key skills 

necessary for the role of workplace supervisor to business student interns. While 

workplace supervisor skills are not the focus of this research, skills are important because 

workplace supervisor activities are wide-ranging (Rowe et al., 2012), which suggests that 

workplace supervisors should have acquired a suitable skillset prior to being appointed to 

the role. A skill suggests ability, not necessarily inborn, but one that can be developed, 

and which is demonstrated in performance, not purely in potential. As a result, the primary 

criterion for skilfulness must be effective action under fluctuating conditions (Katz, 

2009). Supervisors in this research are those staff that employees directly report to and 

include organisational titles such as team leader, manager, front-line manager, middle 

manager and supervisor.  

Additionally, in internships, the workplace supervisor is often responsible for 

mentoring their student intern (Jackson et al., 2015). Haggard, Dougherty, Turban, and 

Wilbanks (2011) proposed three core attributes of workplace mentoring, those being, 

‘reciprocity, developmental benefits, and regular/consistent interaction over some period 

of time’ (p. 292). In this research the workplace supervisor is presumed to also be the 

mentor and the business student intern is presumed to be the mentee.  

In examining the literature, it was found that the characteristics of a leader (for 

this research, the workplace supervisor) coupled with her or his style dictates both the 

performance and results of the team which in turn impacts, either positively or negatively, 

on the effectiveness of the organisation (Kaiser & Overfield, 2010). Leadership 

effectiveness links to organisational effectiveness because the role of a leader is to build 

a team that outperforms its competitors. Leaders ‘get things done through other people’ 

(Kaiser & Overfield, 2010, p. 172). In the context of leading a team, Kaiser and Overfield 

(2010, p. 172) proposed that the role involves: facilitating communication and 

coordination; resolving conflict; building trust; rewarding or sanctioning certain 

behaviours; role modelling; and building shared mental models through group learning. 

Consequently, those authors developed The Leadership Value Chain model depicted in 

Figure 2-3. 
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Figure 2-3 The Leadership Value Chain. (Kaiser & Overfield, 2010, p. 168) 

Similarly, Davidson, Simon, Woods, and Griffith (2009) argued that regardless of 

the managerial level in an organisation, all successful managers require certain skills. 

Those authors referred to studies undertaken by Katz (1991) that found that effective 

managers of all levels require a certain level of competence in technical, interpersonal 

and conceptual skills. Additional essential management skills required for success include 

diagnostic and analytical skills, communication skills, decision-making skills and time 

management skills (Davidson et al., 2009). Table 2-12 below shows both the important 

managerial and essential management skills required to be a successful manager as 

proposed by Davidson et al. (2009). That table shows how these skills align with and link 

back to Kaiser and Overfield’s (2010) leadership characteristics and style from their 

Leadership Value Chain model and more specifically the roles involved in leading a team 

also proposed by Kaiser and Overfield (2010).  
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Table 2-12. 

Important managerial and other essential management skills 

Based on Davidson et al. (2009, pp. 19-20) and linked to the Leadership Value Chain 

model and Leading a Team (Kaiser and Overfield, 2010) 

Skill Definition Link to Leadership Value 

Chain 

Leading a Team- roles 

Important Managerial Skills  

Technical skills The skills necessary to 

accomplish or understand the 

specific kind of work being done 

in an organisation. 

Intellectual Capital 

Interpersonal skills The ability to communicate with, 

understand and motivate both 

individuals and groups. 

Behaviour 

Building trust; role 

modelling; building shared 

mental models through 

group learning 

Conceptual skills The ability to think abstractly and 

logically as part of innovating or 

integrating. 

Psychological Capital 

Other Essential Management Skills  

Diagnostic and 

analytical skills 

The ability to observe the current 

situation, understand the cause-

and-effect relationships that are 

leading to success or failure, and 

visualise the most appropriate 

solution. 

Intellectual Capital 

Resolving conflict; 

rewarding or sanctioning 

certain behaviours 

Communication skills The ability to both convey ideas 

and information to others 

effectively and to be receptive to 

ideas and information from 

others. 

Behaviour 

Facilitating 

communication and 

coordination 

Decision-making 

skills 

The ability to recognise and 

define problems and 

opportunities correctly and then 

to select an appropriate course of 

action to solve problems and 

capitalise on opportunities. 

Decisions 

Time management 

skills 

The ability to prioritise work, to 

work efficiently and to delegate 

appropriately. 

Decisions 
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Further, Kaiser and Overfield’s (2010) model depicts a transformational 

leadership style as being preferred. Bass (1999) supported that theory and explained that 

the transformational leader aligns the interests of the organisation with its employees. 

That is because a transformational leadership style is one that evidences personal attention 

to the employee, emphasizes using the employee’s intelligence, increases the level of 

enthusiasm of the employee and communicates a sense of mission (McColl-Kennedy & 

Anderson, 2002).  

The literature suggests that a supervisor’s behaviour is fundamental to the 

working environment in an organisation (Burton, Hoobler, & Scheuer, 2012; Lambert & 

Hogan, 2009; Mathisen, Einarsen, & Mykletun, 2011; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011) A 

summary of the literature on supervisor behaviour (see Appendix C) compares country 

of research, participant groups, types of organisations within which the research was 

conducted, the methods used, the research problem and the findings. One example given 

that was conducted by Hughes (2004) is particularly relevant to this research because it 

was conducted in Australia using qualitative methods, within the public sector and 

examined how supervisors influence workplace learning. The participant group 

researched was six public sector employees working in a new role, department or section 

with a supervisor they have not previously worked with. The relevance to the research in 

this thesis is that many of the business student interns completed their internships in 

public sector organisations. For those student interns, they were new to the workplace, 

they had not previously undertaken the tasks or activities within their internship, and they 

had not previously worked with their workplace supervisors. Hughes (2004) found that 

supervisors can motivate and shape learning projects, but employees must look for 

support and facilitation elsewhere.  

Behaviour links back to the style of the supervisor (Kaiser & Overfield, 2010) and 

as suggested by Davidson et al. (2009) behaviours include important managerial and 

essential management skills that they specified as being interpersonal skills and 

communication skills. These two skills are also known as ‘soft skills’ and are critical in 

today’s workplace to achieve productive performance (Robles, 2012).  

Interpersonal and communication skills 

Interpersonal skills and communication skills have been identified as two 

important sub-skills that sit underneath leadership skills specific to behaviour. 
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Interpersonal skills are critical to developing human relations (Spitzberg & Cupach, 

2011). An employee’s commitment to an organisation can be built with the assistance of 

the supervisor who shows an interest in the employee and can communicate to her or him, 

how that individual is valued by the organisation (Dixon, Cunningham, Sagas, Turner, & 

Kent, 2005). Consequently, interpersonal skills are important to a supervisor’s skillset 

and are particular to the transformational leadership style. Further, in his revised PGT, 

House (1996) emphasised leadership behaviours that help individuals, such as interns, 

clarify their roles and develop collaborative relationships. House (1996) argued that 

supervisors, (leaders) need to be assertive in their leadership and demonstrate their 

strengths. Therefore, the workplace supervisor must have well-developed communication 

skills and have the willingness and ability to share their knowledge with the interns. The 

interns also need to feel motivated and confident that supervisors will provide them with 

the guidance they need in a work environment to achieve their goals. Therefore, 

supervisors who display well developed communication skills can influence job 

satisfaction and organisational commitment (Babin & Boles, 1996; Lambert & Hogan, 

2009). Additionally, the literature suggests that supervisors today must also be 

facilitators. This will be explored next. 

Facilitator skills 

There is strong argument that the role of the supervisor in the workplace should 

be that of facilitator, enabler or coach (Field & Ford, 1995; Huusko, 2006; Lowe, 1992; 

Macneil, 2001; Webb, 2003). Having the ability to appraise and improve the performance 

of staff is an important skill (Hotek, 2002). Therefore, supervisors who also act as 

facilitators encourage knowledge-sharing across their teams, support learning through 

error and build a system of team learning that is continuous rather than individual and 

disjointed (Macneil, 2001). In explaining the importance of such an approach, Webb 

(2003, pp. 14-15) states: 

‘Adopting a facilitative approach means that you take on the role of helping and 

guiding the process to a successful outcome, rather than issuing instructions, 

providing all the knowledge and making the decisions…Your aims in facilitating 

the process are to bring out the best in your employees and progressively to enable 

them to do more for themselves – that is to enable their learning’. 
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Bee and Bee (1998) proposed that a facilitator requires four core skills. Those 

skills included: building and maintaining a good relationship between a) the facilitator 

(supervisor) and the employees/team, and b) the employees within the team; active 

listening skills and observing team interactions and individual behaviours; accomplished 

questioning techniques that draw out and explore issues within the team; managing 

information effectively that stems from the facilitation process. When examining the four 

core skills proposed by Bee and Bee (1998), they align closely with the important 

managerial and other essential management skills in Table 2-13 and link to components 

in the Leadership Value Chain as follows: 

Table 2-13. 

Comparison of facilitator skills with important and essential management skills and link 

to Leadership Value Chain Model 

Facilitator Four Core Skills 

(Bee and Bee, 1998) 

Important Managerial and 

Other Essential Management 

Skills (Davidson et al., 2009) 

Link to Leadership 

Value Chain Model 

(Kaiser & Overfield, 

2010) 

Build and maintain a good 

relationship between a) the 

facilitator (supervisor) and the 

employees/team; and b) the 

employees within the team 

Interpersonal skills Behaviours 

Active listening skills and 

observing team interactions 

and individual behaviours 

Diagnostic and analytical skills Intellectual Capital 

Accomplished questioning 

techniques that draw out and 

explore issues within the team 

Communication skills Behaviours 

Managing information 

effectively 

Decision-making skills Decision 

The relationship between the Leadership Value Chain model (Kaiser & Oldfield, 

2010), important managerial and essential management skills proposed by Davidson et 

al. (2009), and facilitator core skills proposed by Bee and Bee (1998) have been 

examined. It has been found that there is a strong relationship between components of the 

leadership characteristics and leadership styles that link closely to important and essential 

management skills which feed into the four core skills required to be a facilitator. Based 

on these relationships and linkages, five key skills required to be an effective supervisor 

have been identified. Firstly, the behaviours of leaders are key to effective organisation 
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performance. Leadership skills have been widely accepted as being important supervisor 

skills. Based on a review of the literature, it is proposed that interpersonal skills and 

communication skills are important sub-sets of leadership skills. This is because how a 

leader understands his/her staff and motivates them as individuals or groups, and conveys 

their own ideas, or is receptive of staff ideas will determine their effectiveness as a leader. 

Therefore, the first key skill necessary to be an effective workplace supervisor is 

leadership skills and interpersonal and communication skills are both important sub-

skills.  

Secondly, a facilitative approach to supervision provides a guiding and helping 

hand to staff and supports team learning and knowledge sharing. A facilitator will ensure 

that team interactions and individual behaviours are acceptable to bring out the best 

performance in the team that in turn meet organisational goals. Research undertaken by 

Small (2015) found that business student interns achieved heightened self-confidence as 

a result of the support of their workplace supervisor. Consequently, facilitator skills are 

necessary to be an effective workplace supervisor, and based on the literature, it is 

proposed that diagnostic and analytical skills along with decision-making skills to be a 

sub-set of facilitator skills that are important for a supervisor’s overall skillset. Both 

leadership and facilitator skills are considered soft skills that determine one’s strengths 

as a leader or facilitator, as well as a mediator and negotiator. because they are the 

intangible, nontechnical, and personality-specific skills (Robles, 2012). 

Thirdly, technical expertise and knowledge are the hard skills necessary to 

accomplish or understand the specific kind of work being done in an organisation 

(Davidson et al., 2009; Robles, 2012). Earlier in this section of the literature review, it 

was proposed that employees who are appointed to a role as supervisor to university 

student interns must have acquired knowledge of their organisation and work portfolio. 

For that reason, technical skills have been identified as an important key skill to be an 

effective workplace supervisor. 

Fourthly, conceptual skills are the ability to think abstractly and logically as part 

of innovating or integrating (Davidson et al., 2009), that is ‘coordinating and integrating 

all the activities and interests of the organisation toward a common objective’ (Katz, 2009, 

p. 25). Understanding how decisions made can affect the organisation, including separate 
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departments or sections requires excellent conceptual skills which in turn can increase an 

organisation’s success (Katz, 2009).  

Finally, time management skills complete the five key skills because such skills 

are required to prioritise work, to work efficiently and to delegate appropriately 

(Davidson et al., 2009). Further, research undertaken by Small (2015) found that students 

whose workplace supervisor did not have time available to provide necessary guidance 

and support did not receive a satisfactory workplace experience.  

To summarise, the five key skills identified in past research as necessary to be an 

effective supervisor are: 

1) Leadership skills 

a) Interpersonal skills 

b) Communication skills 

2) Facilitator skills 

a) Diagnostic and analytical skills 

b) Decision making skills 

3) Technical skills 

4) Conceptual skills 

5) Time management skills 

Next to be discussed are the responsibilities of universities in the internship 

partnership. 

2.5.3 Universities 

The previous sections discussed the relationships between internships and human 

capital theory for students, and PGT and LMX relative to the workplace supervisors’ 

leadership styles. It also highlighted the enormous expectations placed on a workplace 

supervisor by their employers, universities and student interns, and it discussed the role 

required of those supervisors and the skills proposed as being necessary to act in the role. 

However, for universities, benefits exist for those that deliver internship programs. Those 

benefits include addressing government goals requiring universities to contribute to 

economic development (Johari et al., 2002; C. Smith et al., 2014) and facilitating positive 

public relations (Johari et al., 2002). At the faculty and staff level, internships can provide 
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networking and consulting opportunities along with rich research opportunities (Jackson 

et al., 2015; Johari et al., 2002). 

Reeders (2000) warned that learning outcomes for students are likely to be limited 

if the reason employers offer internships is to get an extra pair of hands. Therefore, 

universities must take certain responsibilities in the internship partnership. For example, 

when deciding whether to approve a work site, university internship staff should give 

consideration to whether the practices and policies implemented by the potential 

workplace organisation are appropriate regarding interns (Beard & Morton, 1999). Henry 

et al. (2001) conducted quantitative research with 39 information systems technology 

student interns and their 30 workplace supervisors to examine the predictors for a positive 

workplace experience. The authors found that an employer’s practices and policies are a 

predictor for a positive internship experience. Also, student interns gain most from 

affective organisational commitment to the internship (Dixon et al., 2005). That is, 

organisations ensuring the provision of challenging jobs for student interns and giving 

them the necessary training to allow them to perform these jobs successfully in the 

workplace. For example, giving students new experiences that require them to learn new 

skills and stretching them beyond their previous learning communicates to the student 

interns that they are capable and valuable (Dixon et al., 2005). 

However, time, competing obligations and a mismatch in terms of the 

expectations of stakeholders are some factors that can impact the understanding and 

performance of workplace supervisors in their roles (Rowe et al., 2012). Peach, Ruinard, 

and Webb (2014) argued that universities need to carefully and consciously build 

relationships with host organisations and prepare workplace supervisors well in readiness 

for the internship experience. This issue was articulated clearly by a respondent from a 

study about engaging employers in WIL conducted by PhillipsKPA (2014, p. 47) who 

stated: 

‘If the student is placed with a manager who does not understand the requirements 

of the student, and is not willing to put the time in, neither the student nor the 

organisation will get a benefit. Managers to my knowledge are not briefed on what 

is required of them (I never have been), nor are managers reviewed as to their 

suitability in being involved in the programs (I never was!)’. 
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Relevantly, workplace supervisors have called for a better understanding of the 

roles and the universities’ expectations of internship workplace supervisors (Daugherty, 

2011). Many workplace supervisors have explained that they feel unprepared to take on 

the role of workplace supervisor to student interns (Maxwell, McEwen, & Loftus, 2015). 

Trede, Sutton, and Maxwell (2016) answered that call for workplace supervisors at their 

university by designing, developing and implementing an on-line module to provide 

workplace supervisors ‘with the tools and strategies to engage both with the university 

and with the supervision role itself’ (p. 1). 

J. Smith and Smith (2010) reported however that workplace supervisors expressed 

their desire for universities to provide greater communication and collaboration through 

face-to-face discussion. Those authors noted this would: 1) better support the internship 

experience; and 2) strengthen a collegiate approach between the university and the 

workplace supervisor. Workplace supervisors would like other provisions from the 

university including information about the students’ academic studies, opportunities to 

give and receive feedback about the whole internship experience and to gain insight into 

the student’s internship experience (Bilsland & Nagy, 2014; J. Smith & Smith, 2010).  

2.6 Rationale and Research Gaps 

Some of the dilemmas of delivering an internship program have been explained 

in previous sections. These include identifying suitable workplace supervisors (Jackson, 

2015a), the expectations universities place on organisations and their assigned workplace 

supervisors (Rowe et al., 2012), the assistance the workplace supervisors would like to 

receive from the universities (J. Smith & Smith, 2010), and the responsibilities the 

university should accept when conducting internship programs (Peach et al., 2014).  

As already mentioned, much of the research involving WIL and internships in 

Australia has been based around government-funded reviews (AWPA, 2014) and reports 

(Patrick et al., 2009), and WIL students’ self-assessment of their perceived work-

readiness or perceived employability (Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg et 

al., 2010; Jackson, 2013b) often as a transition point to graduate employment. More 

recently, research has widened to include employer groups (Jackson et al., 2015; Patrick 

et al., 2014; C. Smith et al., 2014) who are also potential recruiters, and workplace 

supervisors of university student interns (Rowe et al., 2012; C. Smith et al., 2014; 

Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). However, researchers in Australia have not examined the 
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basis on which the relationship between the workplace supervisor and business student 

intern forms, and how important this relationship is to enhance that student intern’s 

employability. Further, research has not been conducted examining from within the 

relationship to identify key actions taken by workplace supervisor to maximise the 

internship experiences that lead to accomplishments that enhance the student interns’ 

graduate employability. This research also examines factors within the internship, 

separate from the relationships, that enhances the student interns’ graduate employability. 

With graduate employment seen as a challenge to students, universities and employers, 

such research is needed. 

Research that involved workplace supervisors and employer groups participating 

in internship programs has been conducted in several countries. When comparing like 

research across different countries it is important to consider that 'cultural' factors may 

influence findings, for example in Eastern cultures where relationships may be very 

different from Australia and other Western cultures. This is due to the dimensions of 

national culture, and particularly relevant to this thesis are power distance, individualism/ 

collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and masculinity/femininity (see Hofstede, 2011). 

Conducted in Vietnam, Bilsland et al’s. (2014) quantitative research indicated that the 

368 workplace supervisors surveyed, were, in general, satisfied with their undergraduate 

business student interns’ performance on employability skills measures. Quantitative 

research conducted by Felicen et al. (2014) in the Philippines with 209 workplace 

supervisors found that there was no significant relationship between the academic 

performance and training performance of international tourism and hospitality 

management student interns in terms of knowledge, skills, attitude and personality. In 

China, P. Rose et al. (2014) conducted quantitative research with 306 business student 

intern-supervsior dyads and found that the exchange relationship between business 

student interns and workplace supervisors may influence key career outcomes within the 

internship context. These studies make a strong contribution to knowledge and practice 

about the depth of involvement of workplace supervisors in terms of their evaluation of 

student interns. More so, Rose et al. (2014) contributed to knowledge about the influence 

that relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns may have 

on career outcomes. However, the point of difference from previous research is that this 

study was undertaken from a qualitative persepctive, in Australia, and using a different 

theoretical framework, as explained in section 2.9. The researcher has not found any 
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literature to support qualitative research being conducted in Australia using SET and 

Meeker’s (1971) rules to examine relationships between workplace supervsiors and 

business student interns, and how such relationships enhance employability. Yet such 

research is clearly needed to contribute to understanding these areas. 

Research that involved workplace supervisors and employer groups participating 

in internship programs has also been conducted in Western countries. For example, in the 

UK, Helyer and Lee (2014a) used a mixed methods study that included 87 graduate 

interns from an Arts degree and their 87 workplace supervisors. Helyer and Lee (2014a) 

found that the combination of subject knowledge and real-life workplace experience for 

those recent Arts graduates, perhaps via an internship, provided a catalyst for future 

innovation, development, and success. Relevant research has also been conducted in the 

USA. As previously mentioned, Henry et al. (2001) found that the positive attitudes of 

student interns and the practices and policies of the workplace supervisors were two 

predictors for a successful internship. Also, in the USA, Gault et al. (2010) conducted a 

quantitative study 185 unique employers and 392 undergraduate business students about 

the perceived value of the internship experience. They authors found that undergraduate 

business students are perceived to be better prepared to enter the job market and achieve 

their personal income objectives if they have had an internship experience. In Australia, 

qualitative research has not been conducted to examine how the workplace supervisors’ 

relationships with their business student interns contribute to meeting such outcomes. The 

research explained in this thesis commences to address that research gap.  

Additionally, the findings from research conducted by Sapp and Zhang (2009) 

concurred with Bilsland et al. (2014) regarding student interns meeting the expectations 

of workplace supervisors. McDonough et al. (2009) conducted similar research to that of 

Sapp and Zhang (2009) but with media students. In that research, the authors found that 

when self-assessing, student interns rated their performances higher than did their 

workplace supervisors. In other words, student interns’ self-assessment of their 

employability has the potential to cause halo error (Gonyea, 2005; Jackson, 2013b), 

which relates to student interns rating themselves with a view to their overall 

employability rather than their capabilities in individual work-readiness skills and 

attributes for employability. From the above, it is apparent the contribution of workplace 

supervisors to research in this field is important and needs to be further examined, 

particularly in Australia.  
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In Australia, research involving workplace supervisors, while emerging, is still in 

its infancy (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). For example, as earlier mentioned, Spencer 

(2007) conducted qualitative research with an unspecified number of final year law 

students and practicing lawyers to understand their perspectives of the work experience 

placement. One finding was that workplace supervisors need placement preparation on 

giving feedback, managing student expectations, being approachable and sharing their 

expertise. It was earlier mentioned that J. Smith and Smith (2010), conducted qualitative 

research with 20 industry partners from the Creative Industries. One finding from that 

research was that workplace supervisors are fundamental contributors to workplace 

learning. As already detailed, C. Smith et al. (2014) conducted five studies to assess the 

impact of WIL on student work-readiness for the Australian Government Office of 

Learning and Teaching. Workplace supervisors were included in that research. One result 

from that research was that the higher quality the placement, the greater the benefit to the 

student intern. Another result identified was that when creating high quality placement 

experiences for students, the role of the workplace supervisor is a relatively under-studied 

phenomenon (C. Smith et al., 2014).  

Prior research has established that workplace supervisors have the capacity to 

enhance student interns’ graduate employability in many ways that include: enhancing 

student interns’ career development learning and transferring of skills and knowledge 

from the classroom to the workplace (Small, 2015), developing their professional 

identities (Jackson, 2013b) and assisting them to develop professional networking skills 

(Bridgstock, 2009). While the above research has contributed to knowledge about 

workplace supervisors managing student interns, there is a gap relating to understanding 

the relationships between the two cohorts and how such a relationship may enhance the 

student interns’ employability upon graduation. 

In response to the call for further research incorporating workplace supervisors, 

Small (2015), discussed earlier, examined the influence of project-based internships on 

the employability of final year business students in Australia. The author found that the 

outcomes of an internship (work experience) are to a large extent dependent upon the 

workplace supervisor. However, Jackson (2015a) found that identifying suitable 

workplace supervisors who have the time to guide and mentor student interns can be a 

major barrier to organisation participation. Research conducted by Rowe et al. (2012), 

also discussed earlier, sought to clarify the role of the workplace supervisors in 
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internships and other WIL experiences. The research suggested that the current 

expectation of a workplace supervisor is one who is skilled to be supportive, provide a 

positive and influential workplace environment, and is a good relationship builder.  

Further, Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) (discussed in detail in section 1.3) built on that 

previous work of Rowe et al. (2012). One outcome was that the approach taken by 

workplace supervisors needs to be centred around building relationships with students 

(Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016).  

However, while the previous research by Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) is 

significant, it remains unclear how building the relationships between workplace 

supervisors and their business student interns in Australia could impact upon the interns’ 

employability upon graduation. Accordingly, more research is needed to examine this 

aspect of the business internship experience. The researcher has not found any evidence 

that other researchers in Australia have examined the basis on which the relationship 

between the workplace supervisor and business student intern forms, and how important 

this relationship is to enhance that intern’s employability. Nor has the researcher found 

any evidence that other researchers in Australia have examined from within the 

relationship to identify key actions taken by the workplace supervisor to maximise the 

internship experiences, and how these key actions achieved accomplishments by the 

student interns that enhanced the student interns’ graduate employability. Consequently, 

this research begins to address that gap, adds to prior research and contributes to this 

emerging field of study. 

2.7 Research Questions 

To address the gap about how the relationships between the workplace supervisor 

and business student intern forms, and how important this relationship is to enhance that 

intern’s employability, this thesis seeks to address the main research question (RQ): 

Main RQ: How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and 

business student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability?  

Further, to strengthen the purpose and contribution of the research, two sub-

research questions (SRQ) were asked to allow the researcher to provide a more detailed 

response and analysis of the research by examining relationships separately to enhanced 

graduate employability. The two SRQs are: 
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SRQ1: In what ways do building these relationships maximise internship 

experiences for student interns? 

SRQ2: What in a business internship enhances graduate employability? 

This research provides a point of difference to other evolving research in Australia 

because it examines the basis on which the relationship between the workplace supervisor 

and business student intern forms and how important this relationship is to enhance that 

intern’s employability. The purpose of the SRQs is to unpack the two parts of the main 

research question, those being relations and graduate employability, the latter being the 

outcomes of the relationships. SRQ1 examines from within the relationship and allows 

for the identification of key actions taken by the workplace supervisor to maximise the 

internship experiences for student interns that lead to accomplishments that enhanced the 

student interns’ graduate employability. SRQ2 examines factors within the internship, 

separate from the relationships, that enhances the student interns’ graduate employability. 

This area of study does not appear to have been addressed in literature in the field of WIL, 

internships and graduate employability. 

2.8 Theoretical Framework 

It was critical to establish a theoretical approach that would underpin this research 

and support understandings of the relationships between business students enrolled in an 

internship program and their workplace supervisors. While the theories of Leader-

Member Exchange (LMX) (Liden et al., 1997) and path-goal theory of leader 

effectiveness (PGT) (House, 1971) were considered as the theoretical framework for this 

thesis, both theories are limited to the two parties in the interpersonal exchange. 

Therefore, the theoretical development for this thesis incorporates the long-standing 

Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) as the framework for the research. SET 

explains the social relationships (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and social exchanges 

(Meeker, 1971) between the workplace supervisors and their business student interns. In 

this research, SET is supported by Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules of reciprocity, altruism, 

rationality, group gain, status consistency, and competition explained in detail later. 

Importantly, Meeker’s (1971) rules have the potential to include wider stakeholders 

(Ruhanen et al., 2012). SET is important because the nature of the social exchanges 

between the workplace supervisor and an individual (student intern) will determine the 

performance outcome (Molm, Takahashi, & Peterson, 2000) of the internship. Such 
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performance outcomes will in turn, impact upon the intern’s employability and interns 

need to attain employability outcomes (Yorke, 2006) from the internship to be work ready 

as graduates for the labour market (Jackson, 2013b; Patrick et al., 2009; C. Smith et al., 

2014). Next, SET is explained and justified as to why it has been chosen to underpin this 

research. 

2.8.1 Social Exchange Theory 

Porter (2018) argued that despite workplace conditions and employee 

characteristics changing, as noted in the literature review (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; 

Baruch, 2004; Chertkovskaya et al., 2013; Gazier, 2001; Hall, 1996; Hillage & Pollard, 

1998), Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) remains both a practical and useful 

theoretical framework that can accommodate these changes. Porter (2018) suggested that 

workplace conditions and employee characteristics influence both whether and how, 

work relationships are developed and sustained.  

SET was introduced by Blau (1964) in the mid-1960s.  SET is about 

the ‘voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the returns they are expected 

to bring and typically do in fact bring from others' (Blau, 1964, p. 91). In this research the 

‘individuals’ represent workplace supervisors and ‘others’ characterise the business 

student interns. Social exchange tends to create feelings of personal obligation, gratitude 

and trust. (Blau, 1964).  

Relationships that are distinguished by both reciprocal exchange and the 

expectation of continued interaction, as is the case in an internship, are mostly beneficial 

to building trust (Molm et al., 2000). Reciprocity may produce better work relationships 

that allow for individuals to be more trusting of, and committed to, one another (Molm et 

al., 2000). It can be argued that for an internship to be successful, trust and commitment 

between the workplace supervisor and business student intern would be an important 

contributing factor to their relationship, which is turn may create positive workplace 

conditions. Hence to examine the research question, SET is the appropriate framework 

within which to do this. 

Additionally, an exchange requires a bidirectional transaction, that is, something 

is given, and something is returned. The relationship between the workplace supervisor 

and business student intern can be described as one of interdependence, which involves 
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mutual and complementary arrangements. Interdependence is considered a defining 

characteristic of social exchange because one party’s actions are contingent on the other’s 

behaviour (Molm, 1994), providing further justification as to why SET is the appropriate 

framework to examine the research question.  

The theory suggests that extrinsic benefits typical of a social exchange in the 

internship relationship could include advice, assistance, support and guidance provided 

by the workplace supervisor to the student intern (Blau, 1964). Often the cost to the 

workplace supervisor is their investment in time (PhillipsKPA, 2014; Rowe et al., 2012). 

Other functions associated with the workplace supervisor role as described by Rowe et 

al. (2012) are also fulfilling for the business student intern (Blau, 1964) who may 

reciprocate with gratitude and appreciation. This reward to the workplace supervisor 

verbally expressed as an exchange by the student intern may come without the knowledge 

of if, or when, any further reciprocation will occur from either party (Molm et al., 2000).  

Therefore, the reward for supervising business student interns in the workplace 

may be the intrinsic reward (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014) gained from the deep appreciation 

expressed by the student interns. Blau (1964) further explained: 

Social exchange . . . involves favours that create diffuse future obligations, not 

precisely specified ones, and the nature of the return cannot be bargained about 

but must be left to the discretion of the one who makes it.... Since there is no way 

to assure an appropriate return for a favour, social exchange requires trusting 

others to discharge their obligations (pp. 93-94). 

SET is considered a strong analytical framework to understand the relationships 

between employees and employers (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and SET explains the 

view that attitudes influence the participation behaviours of individuals (Blau, 1964; 

Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) such as interns in the workplace (Beard & Morton, 1999; 

Henry et al., 2001). Accordingly, SET can be used to explain the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and their business student interns. In this thesis, SET is supported 

by Meeker’s rules (1971) of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status 

consistency, and competition. Meeker’s (1971) rules were selected as appropriate to 

address the research question rather than LMX or PGT. One key reason is that Meeker’s 

(1971) rules have the potential to include wider stakeholders (Ruhanen et al., 2012) and 

therefore is not necessarily limited to the two parties in the interpersonal exchange unlike 
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LMX (Liden et al., 1997) and PGT (House, 1971) that are limited to two parties as 

discussed in section 2.6.2.2. Another key reason is that Meeker’s (1971) rules have the 

potential to provide context around the motivations, considerations and behaviours of the 

two parties in the relationship. Meeker’s (1971) rules are explained in detail next.  

2.8.2 Meeker’s rules 

Meeker (1971, p. 487) argued that there are three elements to social exchange: 1) 

persons (workplace supervisor and business student interns); 2) acts (behaviour of 

workplace supervisors and business student interns toward each other); and 3) values of 

act (the reward or reinforcement the workplace supervisors and business student interns 

receive from one another as a consequence of their internship). Values are classified as 

rewards (positive reward or positive reinforcement) or as costs (negative value or 

reinforcement). Values can include material objects or the physical states of a person, 

including affection, respect and conformity. Opportunity costs include the value of 

something foregone, for example time, to do something else. Meeker (1971) further 

argued that there are six rules that guide social exchanges as they provide a prediction for 

decision-making in terms of pay-off to each participant in the exchange. Meeker’s (1971) 

rules include reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and 

competition. These guiding rules do not necessarily function independently; two or more 

rules can function at the same time. Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) implied that these 

six guiding rules may be easier to comprehend when applied to a research study. Table 

2.14 below shows the meaning of these rules. Following, this section will examine these 

rules that may guide the behaviours and rewards or outcomes during the internship. 
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Table 2-14. 

Rules that guide social exchanges (Meeker, 1971) 

Rules that guide social exchanges Meaning 

Reciprocity To give back – help someone who has 

helped him/her 

Altruism Maximising benefits to the other party 

in the exchange  

Rationality Using logic to determine consequence 

of action including rewards and costs 

Group gain  Benefits are shared collectively  

Status consistency  Benefits are determined based on the 

hierarchical status of participants. 

Competition  Maximising the value of benefit for 

oneself 

Reciprocity 

SET is fundamentally founded on reciprocity and how an individual may return 

the support they receive towards a mutual social relationship (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 

2005). Reciprocity accentuates work relationships (Molm et al., 2000), and in this 

research, the relationships between the workplace supervisors and their business student 

interns. Ruhanen et al. (2012) completed a qualitative study that included 31 respondents 

from a Tourism Regional Internship Program (TRIP) delivered by an Australian 

university. The 31 respondents to the study included local government authorities, local 

tourism organisations, other organisations, and small and sole business operators that 

hosted student interns. These participants were located in two separate regions, those 

being Ipswich City and Scenic Rim in Queensland Australia. The number of students in 

the program was not disclosed and student responses were not reported in the article. 

TRIP provided students with the opportunity to gain work experience and to complete a 

strategic research project nominated by the host destination region. Respondents 

commonly cited that a benefit of TRIP that they observed was the outcomes for students 

from the research project. Respondents suggested that some students developed research 

skills from undertaking the various tasks associated with completing the strategic research 

project. Those skills were suggested to have been developed through the ‘collection of 

relevant literature and statistics, primary data collection, data analysis, write up of results 

and a final report and presentation’ (Ruhanen et al., 2012, p. 190). Additionally, some 

small and sole business operators gained knowledge from the projects that they could 
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build into their business plan and identify new future opportunities. Therefore, TRIP was 

of a reciprocal nature that extended to the exchange of knowledge between the students 

and the workplaces. 

Similarly, Patrick et al. (2009) conducted a scoping study of WIL to identify issues 

and challenges faced by the HE sector. Participants included academic and professional 

staff from WIL programs, students, employer groups and community representatives 

across Australia. The study found that the motivation for employers to participate in WIL 

was mostly of a reciprocal nature such as: the manager was a former WIL student, to 

address skills shortages, to meet long-term recruitment objectives including employing 

graduates with work experience and getting new blood and new thinking into the 

organisation. Further, P. Rose et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative study of 306 business 

student intern-workplace supervisor dyads in China using LMX theory to examine intern-

supervisor exchange relevant to performance, satisfaction, learning opportunities, 

students’ intentions to accept employment in host organisations, and supervisors’ 

intentions to support employment in host organisations. One finding was that both parties 

developed reciprocal feelings toward each other with relationships resembling new-

comer employee to supervisor rather than student-teacher learning type relationships. 

Altruism 

Altruistic behaviour can be explained as being of ‘small cost to the giver and great 

benefit to the taker’, including the sharing of knowledge (Trivers, 1971, p. 45). Ruhanen 

et al. (2012) reported that ‘altruistic motivations’ enticed some participants to be involved 

in TRIP with one participant stating, ‘to me the idea is to give the students some 

workplace knowledge and experience more so than us gaining something (p. 191). 

Understanding what ignites altruistic motivations in workplace supervisors is important 

to this research because student interns may likely have improved employability 

outcomes if matched to workplace supervisors whose motivation is to maximise the 

benefits of the exchange to the student intern.  

Rationality 

Understanding the rationality behind the decision of workplace supervisors/host 

organisations to accept a business student intern is important to this research because 

other competing obligations for the workplace supervisor’s time, knowledge and skills 
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may take priority over the outcomes sought by a student intern. This may affect the 

relationship between the two parties, which in turn may affect the outcome of the 

internship. Challenges and barriers exist for host organisations in participating in 

internship programs, and universities need to be aware of these. Jackson et al. (2015) 

conducted research with employer groups from the private, public and not-for-profit 

sectors as well as small and large organisations who had hosted or would be prepared to 

host Business/Commerce students in an internship program at an Australian university. 

In that study, 118 participants responded to an on-line survey and 12 participated in focus 

groups. Challenges and barriers identified included finding suitable staff to 

mentor/supervise, identifying suitable projects, managing risk, managing student 

performance and cost (Jackson et al., 2015).  

Additionally, research undertaken by Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) included 26 

workplace supervisors who participated in face to face and telephone interviews and focus 

groups. The authors found that the role of the workplace supervisor is complex because 

there are many facets to the role that include the administrative/managerial part of the 

role (that is, duty of care, managing the experience, and logistics of placement), combined 

with the support role (that is, emotional support and professional development), education 

role (that is, designing project or activity and feedback), and the role of guardian (for the 

profession) (see also Rowe et al., 2012). The authors also found that finding the time to 

undertake such a complex role is a challenge in itself for workplace supervisors 

(Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). 

When taking challenges and barriers into account, rationality plays a large part in 

guiding the interpersonal exchange between workplace supervisors and business student 

interns, and decision making to participate in an internship program. The reason is 

because the higher quality the placement, the greater the benefit to the student intern (C. 

Smith et al., 2014).  Winchester-Seeto et al. (2016) argued that failure to extract maximum 

benefit for student learning incurs lost opportunities for students to learn. Ultimately, this 

incurs a social cost to the community (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016).  

Group gain 

As explained earlier, one key reason for selecting Meeker’s (1971) rules to support 

SET is that Meeker’s (1971) rules has the potential to include wider stakeholders in the 

exchange and therefore is not necessarily limited to the two parties in the interpersonal 
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exchange (Ruhanen et al., 2012). For example, another outcome of TRIP (Ruhanen et al., 

2012) was that students were the link that provided knowledge exchange and 

collaboration between regional tourism communities and the HE. Therefore, the gain 

from the exchanges between the workplace supervisors and the student interns extended 

to the wider community who collectively shared in the benefits of the exchange. 

Similarly, the quantitative study conducted by PhillipsKPA (2014) with 192 Australian 

employers found that the exchange between the workplace and student interns contributed 

to the future development of the industry or profession.  

In contrast, a mismatch between the workplace and student intern in terms of 

suitability can have a negative effect on group gain. For example, a respondent from the 

PhillipsKPA (2014) study explained, ‘Sometimes you can get really disappointing 

placements, where it is a drain on the business to manage the intern, for the entire 

placement’ (p. 58). Further, Hastings (2010) conducted interviews with sixteen school-

based teacher educators who worked with pre-service teachers from university 

practicums. She found that when there is a mismatch between site-based teachers’ and 

pre-service teachers’ expectations of their site-based work, ‘there appear to be less 

positive outcomes for all participants, as well strong negative emotional experiences for 

the teachers involved’ (p. 217). Understanding how group gain intersects with the 

relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns is important to 

this research because the outcome may extend wider than just the two parties and include 

the organisation and/or wider community.  

Status consistency 

Status consistency determines benefits based on the hierarchical status of the 

participants (Meeker, 1971). Status consistency can be related to education and work and 

whether an individual, such as an intern, feels rewarded for their efforts, at work or 

through their education, or feels not rewarded (Cropanzano & Baron, 1991). The 

individual may determine that their socio-economic status will influence the reward. 

Individuals from a lower status are likely to report a decrease in satisfaction whereas those 

with higher socio-economic status likely to report an increase. This also extends to the 

student intern/workplace employee relationship. For example, Perlin (2012) commented 

that the nature of work and education are being changed by internships in the USA and 

elsewhere. In the USA, internships are ‘a form of mass exploitation hidden in plain sight’ 
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(p. xiv). Noting that while internships have become the main entry point for young people 

to enter the white-collar working world, Perin argued that most internships are unethical 

and even illegal by law in the USA. Further, the author explained that: 1) individuals are 

shut out of internship opportunities if they cannot afford to work without pay; 2) interns 

from low and middle-income backgrounds scarcely scrap by; and 3) overwhelmingly, the 

desirable internships are offered to those from wealthy and well-connected backgrounds. 

Consequently, internships can promote inequalities of opportunity for some. Status 

consistency is important to this research because the workplace supervisor will always 

hold the higher status in the relationship, however, the business student intern will seek 

benefits from their workplace supervisor in terms of guidance and support to achieve 

learning outcomes valuable for both themselves and the organisation.  

Competition 

Competition refers to maximising the benefit of the exchange for oneself (Meeker, 

1971). Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005, p. 879) argued that competition is the opposite to 

altruism and can include individuals who seek revenge or attempt to ‘get even’ if an 

outcome is not positive for them. An individual may even sabotage a project if they 

believe an employer or teacher has wronged them. In the context of competition and 

maximising benefits for oneself, research has found that to create a competitive 

advantage, some businesses intentionally engage student interns to perform jobs that may 

have otherwise been undertaken by paid employees. Work may include filing and 

photocopying, tasks considered low skilled and ‘not necessarily authentic and preparative 

experiences for the student’, but beneficial in the short-term to the employer (AWPA, 

2014, p. 21).  

Alternatively, Mudrack, Bloodgood, and Turnley (2012) conducted a study of 263 

senior level undergraduate business students (85 female, 178 male) to examine some 

ethical implications of two different individual competitive orientations, those being 

hyper-competitiveness in which winning is crucially important, and a personal 

development perspective that considers competition as a pathway to self-discovery and 

self-improvement. The study by Mudrack et al. (2012) is of interest to the research 

examined in this thesis because the student intern participants reported in this thesis were 

senior level undergraduates or postgraduates. The authors concluded that respondents 

characterised by hyper competition had a negative influence on people around them due 
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to their inclinations toward arrogance, a lack of cooperation and disagreeability. Such 

individuals may attempt to turn all situations into a competition without regard for 

appropriateness or the wishes of others. Their ethics may also be questionable. This 

behaviour may have a negative effect on the relationship between the workplace 

supervisor and other team members and the student intern, therefore reducing the 

outcomes hoped for from the internship partnership. In contrast, respondents 

characterised by personal development competitiveness disliked ethically questionable 

decisions, appeared unwilling personally to behave in a way that harmed others directly, 

and were ethically uncompromising (Mudrack et al., 2012).  

In conclusion, the use of Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) guided by 

Meeker’s (1971) rules presents a robust theoretical framework from which to examine 

the research questions. This theoretical framework allows the researcher to understand 

the participants, their motivations for participating in an internship program, what things 

are considered prior to entering the exchange relationship, behaviour towards each other, 

and the rewards or negative value such behaviours bring to the workplace 

supervisor/business student intern relationship, and consequently to enhancing graduate 

employability. Importantly, gaining such insights will not only contribute to literature in 

the field of WIL and internships, it will also contribute to practice. It is incumbent on all 

parties, those being universities, student interns and organisations/workplace supervisors, 

to better understand how these relationships play such an important role in delivering 

successful outcomes and what considerations each party needs to make when deciding to, 

or accepting to, participate in an internship. 
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2.9 Summary 

This research examines the relationships between workplace supervisors and 

business student interns in the context of higher education (HE) business internship 

programs in Australia, and how those relationships enhance the student interns’ graduate 

employability. The massification of HE in the past 30 years has seen more graduates than 

ever before looking to enter the labour market in Australia (AWPA, 2013a) and elsewhere 

(Tomlinson, 2012) however, graduate job opportunities have not increased (Artess et al., 

2017). Rather, in the decade from 2008 to 2018 a downward trend in graduate 

employment occurred with employers indicating two key reasons: 1) the economic 

climate, as a consequence of the Global Financial Crisis; and 2) a lack of suitable 

graduates (Lindsay, 2014). Therefore, the expansion of HE has, for some, eroded the 

financial benefits a university degree once afforded its graduates (Tomlinson, 2012). 

Further, today, graduate employers are less concerned with qualifications (R. Hogan et 

al., 2013, p. 5) and more concerned with other qualities and achievements from potential 

employees (Tomlinson, 2012). Additionally, while the attitude and behaviour of 

individuals are critical determinants in graduate employability (Clarke, 2008), employees 

seek graduates with demonstrated work experience (Archer & Davidson, 2008; Edwards 

et al., 2015; High Fliers Research, 2017).  

To assist students to meet this graduate employer selection criterion and achieve 

their desired employment outcomes, HE providers now collaborate with industry 

(Jackson & Collings, 2018). One employability strategy that has become popular in this 

collaboration is internships (Kinash et al., 2016b), an element of WIL. A key factor that 

underpins the success of internships is the supervision of students by organisation 

employees (Patrick et al., 2009). In the research described in this thesis, organisation 

employees who supervise business student interns in the workplace are referred to as 

workplace supervisors. Research involving workplace supervisors in the area of WIL and 

internships is in its infancy (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016) and limited in Australia (C. 

Smith et al., 2014). Emerging research has found that the role of the workplace supervisor 

is complex (Rowe et al., 2012) and the approach taken by workplace supervisors needs 

to be centred around building relationships with students (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). 

The research conducted in this thesis sought to gain an increased understanding about 

these relationships. The research described in this thesis incorporated Social Exchange 

Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) supported by Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules of reciprocity, 
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altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and competition as the theoretical 

framework to examine the research question. Meeker (1971) argued that these six rules 

guide social exchanges as they provide a prediction for decision-making in terms of pay-

off to each participant in the exchange. Figure 2-4 below presents a conceptual framework 

for the thesis. 

 

Figure 2-4 Conceptual Framework for the Thesis 
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Chapter 3 Methodology and Methods 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter provided a literature review that examined the massification 

of Higher Education (HE) in Australia over the past 30 years which has resulted in a 

flooding of the labour market with university graduates. The literature review found that 

graduate employers have expressed concerns over lack of suitable graduates and other 

stakeholders have expressed concerns over graduate outcomes. The onus has been placed 

on HE providers to present graduates to the labour market who are both work ready and 

have attained employability. Existing literature demonstrates that internships, an element 

of work integrated learning (WIL) are recognised as critical to providing an effective 

solution. Much of the research involving WIL and internships has been based around 

government funded reviews (AWPA, 2014) and reports (Patrick et al., 2009), and WIL 

students’ self-assessment of their perceived work-readiness or perceived employability 

(Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg et al., 2010; Jackson, 2013b) often as a 

transition point to graduate employability. More recently, research has widened to include 

employer groups (Jackson et al., 2015; Patrick et al., 2014; C. Smith et al., 2014) who are 

also potential recruiters, and workplace supervisors.  

Research involving workplace supervisors of university student interns is in its 

infancy in Australia (Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016) and therefore limited (C. Smith et al., 

2014). This area is commencing to grow due to its obvious importance. Some emerging 

research focuses on the role of the workplace supervisor in the overall internship program 

(Rowe et al., 2012; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). This research provides a point of 

difference to other evolving research because it examines the basis on which the 

relationship between the workplace supervisor and student intern is formed and how 

important this relationship is to enhancing graduate employability.  

The purpose of this chapter is to detail the methodology chosen and methods used 

to address the main research question: ‘How do the relationships between workplace 

supervisors and business student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability’? 

‘Perhaps the most important reason to do qualitative research is ‘the desire 

to step beyond the known and enter into the world of participants, to see the 

world from their perspective and in doing so make discoveries that will 

contribute to the development of empirical knowledge’. 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 17)  
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and the two sub-research questions. This chapter commences with a discussion about the 

different approaches to research that can be used and then explains the overall research 

approach selected for this research and why it was selected.  Next, the design of the 

research is explained; the participants and their demographics are introduced, how access 

to the participants was gained, the ethical considerations and how minimising bias was 

approached. Following, how the interview questions were designed, the data collection 

procedure and data analysis processes are presented. The chapter concludes with an 

explanation as to why the research is valid and reliable.  

3.1 Research Approach 

Researchers must be aware of the implicit worldview they bring to their research 

because this worldview sets the foundation for inquiry (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

Guba (1990, p. 17) defined the term worldview as meaning ‘a basic set of beliefs that 

guide action’.  Creswell (2014) explained that while other authors have called worldviews 

paradigms (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011; Mertens, 2010), epistemologies and 

ontologies (Crofty, 1998) or broadly conceived research methodologies (Neuman, 2009), 

he supports Guba’s (1990) definition because he sees worldviews as ‘a general 

philosophical orientation about the world and the nature of research that a researcher 

brings to a study’ (p. 6). Creswell (2014) identified four worldviews, those being: 

postpositivism, advocacy/participatory, pragmatism and constructivism. Those four 

worldviews are shown in Table 3.1 along with their methodologies. 

Creswell (2007) explained that each of the four worldviews has a different stance 

and they influence the way in which researchers conduct and report their studies. For 

example, postpositivists are concerned with examining causes that influence outcomes. 

That is, the researcher commences with a theory, conducts data collection that supports 

or contests the theory and then completes necessary adjustments before conducting 

additional testing (Creswell, 2014). As this research study is concerned with the views of 

its participants, the postpositivist worldview was not adopted. The advocacy/participatory 

approach is usually associated with qualitative methods and focused on political concerns 

such as marginalisation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). While this research study uses 

qualitative methods to address the research questions, the research problem is not of a 

political nature, therefore, this worldview was not used either. Pragmatism is usually 

focused on mixed methods research because the primary concern is the research questions 
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rather than the methods used to answer it (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). While this 

research is primarily concerned with the research questions, interviews, a qualitative 

method, was used to answer it. Therefore, pragmatism also was not used in this study. 

Table 3-1 

Four worldviews and their methodology 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, pp. 22-23) 

Postpositivism Constructivism 

(combined with Interpretivist) 

• Determination 

• Reductionism 

• Empirical observation and measurement 

• Theory verification 

Methodology – A top down approach. Theory ￫ 

hypothesis ￫ data (add to or contradict theory) 

• Understanding 

• Multiple participant meanings 

• Social and historical construction 

• Theory generation 

Methodology – A bottom up approach.  

Participants views ￫ build broader themes￫ 

generate a theory interconnecting the themes 

Advocacy/Participatory Pragmatism 

• Political 

• Empowerment Issue-oriented 

• Collaborative 

• Change-oriented 

Methodology – A collaborative approach 

Participants are active research members ￫ help to 

form questions ￫ analyse data ￫implement results 

in practice 

• Consequences of actions 

• Problem-centred 

• Pluralistic 

• Real-world practice oriented 

Methodology – A combined approach.  

A mix of both quantitative and qualitative 

research. 

 

The term constructivism is often combined with interpretivism (Creswell, 2014). 

Creswell (2014) explained that the belief of social constructivists is that individuals seek 

to understand the world in which they live and work. Meanings are developed through 

interaction with others and through past norms and cultural norms that operate in 

individuals’ lives. Such researchers recognise that their interpretation of others’ 

experiences is shaped by their own backgrounds. Placing themselves in the research 

acknowledges to others how the researcher’s interpretation flows from their own 

individual, cultural and past experiences. The intention of the social constructivist 

researcher is to understand, or interpret, the meanings others have about the world 

(Creswell, 2014). This research study is concerned with the experiences and views of its 

participants. The researcher has a work background in university internship programs, 

working with business student interns and industry organisation workplace supervisors 

of student interns who were participants in this research. However, rather than using the 
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term constructivism, the researcher has chosen to use the term interpretivist. It is the 

interpretivist approach that this research study has adopted.  

The term interpretivist has been used instead of constructivism because 

constructivism is also known as interpretivist by some authors (Glesne, 2011; Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2011; Lincoln et al., 2011; Silverman, 1998; Tracy, 2013) while other authors 

use them together, that is interpretivist-constructivist (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Tuli, 

2010). A feature of the interpretivist approach is that the focus of the research comes from 

an ‘emic’ perspective, that is, the views of the participants in the research, their 

perceptions, meanings and interpretations of the issue or problem being studied 

(Holloway & Wheeler, 2013).  Tracy (2013) explained that German philosopher Wilhelm 

Dilthey introduced the concept of ‘verstehen’, meaning to understand. It refers to gaining 

relatable insights into others’ viewpoints, beliefs and attitudes using a participatory 

approach to the research (Tracy, 2013). Participant understandings are moulded from 

their own personal backgrounds and from social interaction (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007). Tracy (2013) added, ‘…both reality and knowledge are constructed and 

reproduced through communication, interaction, and practice. Knowledge about reality 

is therefore always mediated through the researcher’ (p. 40).  

Tracy (2013) also explained that the interpretivist approach suggests analysing 

‘social action from the actors’ standpoint’ (p. 41) which is what this research study hopes 

to have achieved.  Morgan and Smircich (1980) support employing research techniques 

that explore from within the research rather than remaining external observers measuring 

what can be seen. They argued that confining the subject of the research to a laboratory 

or the production of a narrow empirical snapshot of isolated phenomena at fixed points 

in time, rather than recognising that the social world constitutes some form of open-ended 

process, does not do justice to the nature of the subject (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). 

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) added to the four worldviews and methodology identified 

by Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) (see Table 3.1) by providing the primary methods 

and data collection tools associated with each worldview as show in Table 3.2. This study 

used the interpretivist approach (bolded) that incorporated the qualitative method of 

interviews. Observations were made to complement the interviews and were recorded in 

the researcher’s reflective diary. The following sections will detail the research design.  
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Table 3-2 

Worldview, methods and collection tools 

(Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006) 

Worldview Methods (primarily) Data collection tools 

Positivist/ 

Postpositivist 

Quantitative. ‘Although qualitative methods 

can be used within this paradigm, 

quantitative methods tend to be predominant 

. . .’  

(Mertens, 2005, p. 12) 

Experiments 

Quasi-experiments 

Tests 

Scales 

Interpretivist/ 

Constructivist 

Qualitative methods predominate 

although quantitative methods may also 

be utilised. 

Interviews 

Observations 

Document reviews 

Visual data analysis 

Transformative Qualitative methods with quantitative and 

mixed methods. Contextual and historical 

factors described, especially as they relate to 

oppression (Mertens, 2005, p. 9) 

Diverse range of tools - 

particular need to avoid 

discrimination. Eg: sexism, 

racism, and homophobia. 

Pragmatic Qualitative and/or quantitative methods may 

be employed. Methods are matched to the 

specific questions and purpose of the 

research. 

May include tools from both 

positivist and interpretivist 

paradigms. Eg Interviews, 

observations and testing and 

experiments. 

Notes: Transformative includes advocacy and participatory (see Mackenzie & 

Knipe, 2006) . 

3.2 Research Design 

Figure 3.1 below depicts the research design used in this thesis. The research 

design chosen incorporates the interpretivist worldview and qualitative methodology that 

used semi-structured interviews complemented by observations. Manual coding, NVivo 

11 and thematic analysis were a part of the data analysis procedures. The reasons why the 

researcher chose an interpretivist worldview for this thesis was explained in the previous 

section. The following sections in this chapter discuss and explain each piece of the 

research design and why this research design is valid and reliable.  
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Figure 3-1 Research Design. 

3.2.1 Qualitative research 

There are two main approaches to research, quantitative and qualitative. 

Quantitative research uses mathematical models, statistical tables and graphs (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2011). Quantitative research tests objective theories by examining relationships 

among variables that can be measured, usually on instruments, and statistical procedures 

are used to analyse the numbered data (Creswell, 2014). Quantitative researchers argue 

that this method is good science which is free of individual bias and subjectivity (D. 

Cooper & Schindler, 2008; Holstein & Gubrium, 2011). Bias is avoided because the 

quantitative researcher maintains a distance from his/her research study (D. Cooper & 

Schindler, 2008) and uses a writing style that is impersonal and in the third-person 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2011).  

However, qualitative research explores and understands meaning that individuals 

or groups attribute to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2014). The research process 

involves emerging questions and procedures, accessing the participants’ setting to collect 

data and analysing the data inductively (Creswell, 2014). The researcher then builds from 
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particulars to general themes, making interpretations of the meaning of the data (Creswell, 

2014). Consequently, qualitative researchers do not want distance between themselves 

and their research study as does a quantitative researcher. Instead, the qualitative 

researcher wants the opportunity to connect with their participants at a human level, 

explore the inner experience of their participants and determine how meanings are shaped 

through and in culture (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Unlike quantitative researchers, 

qualitative researchers are ‘immersed in the participants’ world’ (D. Cooper & Schindler, 

2008, p. 164). Rather than test variables, which is the method use by a quantitative 

researcher, qualitative researchers want to discover (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

In more recent times a third approach to research has emerged that involves 

blending quantitative and qualitative research to form what is called mixed methods 

research, and this approach to research is becoming popular (Creswell, 2014). Silverman 

(1998) suggested that when deciding about which research approach to use, there are no 

principled grounds, and states that, ‘it all depends upon what you are trying to do’ (p. 7). 

In this research, the researcher wants to examine how the relationships between the 

workplace supervisors and the business student interns enhance the interns’ graduate 

employability. Silverman (2010) cautioned that the research topic and overall research 

strategy is reflected in the choice of method used, because which methods are used and 

how they are used is shaped by the methodology, for which this research uses an 

interpretivist approach. In order to examine the research questions using Social Exchange 

Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) and Meeker’s (Meeker, 1971) rules of reciprocity, altruism, 

rationality, group gain, status consistency and competition as the theoretical framework, 

this research was designed to use qualitative methods.  

To address how relationships between workplace supervisors and business student 

interns can enhance the interns’ graduate employability, interviews with workplace 

supervisors and their former business student interns were conducted. A qualitative 

method was chosen because the aim of the research was to understand how each party 

interpreted the relationship that developed during the internship, discover if the 

interpretations aligned with each other or not, and how the relationship did or did not 

enhance graduate employability. Qualitative methods allow for flexible methods of 

investigation and, importantly to this research, are proficient at considering the dynamics 

of how things operate (Ritchie, 2013). Also, of importance, qualitative methods identify 

different forms of effects or consequences that can occur and contribute to understanding 
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those outcomes (Ritchie, 2013). Qualitative methods used in this research included semi-

structured interviews (discussed in more detail later) with workplace supervisors and their 

student interns. To complement the interviews, observations were made of the workplaces 

during the interviews with the workplace supervisors. Observations were also made of 

the participants’ reactions to questions and were recorded in the researcher’s reflective 

diary.  

Including the workplace supervisor in this research adds significantly to research 

about graduate employability, particularly in the context of university business student 

interns. Importantly, it was expected that new information discovered would contribute 

to new knowledge about the relationships between workplace supervisors and how that 

enhances graduate employability. Consequently, the use of qualitative methods for this 

research is appropriate because the qualitative research process is used when a problem 

or issue requires exploring and the problem or issue is complex and in need of detailed 

understanding (Creswell, 2013). 

3.3 Ethics Approval 

Prior to commencement of any research, ethical clearance must be granted by the 

University Research Ethics and Integrity Committee. To gain ethical clearance in 

Australia, it is a requirement that a researcher adheres to Section 5.2.23 of the National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 2007 (National Health and Medical 

Research Council, Australian Research Council, & Australian Vice-Chancellors’ 

Committee, 2015). That section reads: ‘All documents and other material used in 

recruiting potential research participants, including advertisements, letters of invitation, 

information sheets and consent forms, should be approved by the review body’ (p. 2). To 

ensure compliance and review body approval, measures relating to procedural ethics 

(Tracy, 2013) were implemented. Included in those measures was the provision of a 

Participant Information Sheet that fully explained the reasons for the research, gave the 

full names and contact details of the Chief Investigator and other research team members, 

and explained how the participants confidentiality would be protected. Importantly, the 

Participant Information Sheet also provided the contact details of the Manager, Research 

Ethics should any participant have a concern or complaint about the ethical conduct of 

the research. A copy of the Participant Information Sheet is attached in Appendix F. 
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3.4 Participants 

A university internship program has three main participant groups, those being: 

1) the university representatives (academic and administrative); 2) the student interns; 

and 3) the workplace supervisors of the student interns (from the host organisations). This 

research focused on the student interns and their workplace supervisors who had 

participated in the Business School internship program. Participants were selected who 

had completed their internship experience no more than 18 months prior to the interview 

taking place. The researcher was mindful that a large time lapse between the internship 

experience and the interview may cause cognitive processing problems associated with 

accurate recall of events (Cannell, Miller, & Oksenberg, 1981). Therefore, to conduct this 

research, 20 workplace supervisors matched with their 24 student interns who met these 

criteria were approached to participate in interviews. Hence, analysis was at the individual 

level (Neuman, 1997).  

Workplace supervisors are typically at management level and working in industry 

partner organisations outside of a university setting. They oversee the student interns’ 

projects or activities in their organisations’ workplaces. Student interns are typically final 

year business students, undergraduate or postgraduate. At the time of the internship, 

business student interns had completed at minimum two thirds of their degree with a 

minimum cumulative grade point average of 5.5 on a 7- point scale. Some workplace 

supervisors had supervised multiple student interns and for that reason there were more 

student participants than workplace supervisor participants.  

Participants were selected using purposeful sampling (Cohen et al., 2000; 

Neuman, 1997; Patton, 1999). Purposeful sampling limits findings because it is based on 

selectivity of participants, however, it can be justified in this research by returning to the 

reasons behind the initial design decision (Patton, 1999). The workplace supervisors and 

their business student interns had lived in circumstances relevant to the social phenomena 

studied, and as such, they possessed knowledge and experiences (Mays & Pope, 1995) 

that could be analysed ‘in depth and in detail’ (Patton, 1999, p. 1197). The participant 

sample was a convenience sample (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 1997; Patton, 1999) 

because it involved workplace supervisors and students from a university internship 

program that the researcher works in as a staff member of the university. As such, the 

researcher had access to the participants as discussed later. 
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3.4.1 About the participants 

Of the 20 workplace supervisors, 14 were female and 6 were male. They were in 

the following age categories: Five (25-30), four (31-35), one (36-40), two (41-45), three 

(46-50), and five (51-55). Regarding their highest level of education, one workplace 

supervisor had attained year 12 at high school, two had a TAFE Diploma, seven had a 

university undergraduate degree, eight had a university Master’s degree and two 

workplace supervisors had other postgraduate equivalent degrees. The workplace 

supervisors had been in the workforce for the following number of years: six (4-10years), 

four (11-20), two (21-25), and eight (26+). They had attained the following levels of 

management: one (supervisory), eight (mid-level), six (senior), and five (executive). In 

the past, they had supervised the following number of interns: five (1-2), eight (3-4), five 

(6-8), and 2 (12-15). The organisations represented by the workplace supervisors included 

health, hospitality and tourism, education and local government. (see Table 3.3 for 

demographic data). 

Of the student interns, 15 were female and nine were male. They were in the 

following age categories: four (<20), thirteen (21-25), five (26-30), and two (31-35). 

Nineteen were Australian citizens/residents and five were International. Seventeen 

completed their internships while enrolled into an undergraduate degree and seven 

completed their internship while enrolled into a Master’s degree. At the time of the 

interview, 22 were employed and two were not employed. Of those that were employed, 

11 were employed full-time, four were employed part-time and seven had casual jobs. Of 

those employed, 12 had jobs that aligned to their university degree. These jobs included: 

accountant, marketing manager, workplace relations graduate and HR coordinator. (see 

Table 3.4 for demographic data below). 

 



95 

Table 3-3 

Demographic data of workplace supervisor participants 

Workplace 

supervisor 

participant 

interviewees* Gender Age 

Highest level of 

education Work Sector 

Years in 

workforce 

Level of 

management 

Years at 

level of 

management 

Number of 

interns 

previously 

supervised Matched intern 

1. Paige_WS-1 Female 46-50 Undergraduate Tourism 26+ Senior-level 16-20 8 Dionne_SI-1 

2. Hilary_WS-2 Female 31-35 

Postgraduate 

CPA Health 8-10 Senior-level 1-3 4 Kyle_SI-2 

3. Stephie_WS-3 Female 41-45 Undergraduate Energy & Mining 16-20 Senior-level 8-10 12 Adam_SI-3 

4. Justine_WS-4 Female 51-55 Masters Airports 26+ Mid-level 11-15 6 

Anne_SI-4a  

Laurel_SI-4b 

5. Noah_WS-5 Male 25-30 

Postgraduate 

CPA Education 4-7 Mid-level 1-3 3 Ray_SI-5 

6. Morgan_WS-6 Female 36-40 Postgraduate Local government 16-20 Senior-level 11-15 7 

Celeste_SI-6a 

Imogen_SI-6b 

7. Steven_WS-7 Male 46-50 Undergraduate Not-for-profit 26+ Senior-level 16-20 4 Josie_SI-7 

8. Melody_WS-8 Female 31-35 Masters Not-for-profit 11-15 Executive 4-7 15 

Halle_SI-8a  

Brody_SI-8b  

Layla_SI-8c 

9. Julia_WS-9 Female 25-30 Year 12  Franchising 8-10 Supervisory <1 2 Alexis_SI-9 

10. Wendy_WS-10 Female 51-55 TAFE-Diploma Health 26+ Mid-level 11-15 4 Rachel_SI-10 

11. Renee_WS-11 Female 51-55 TAFE-Diploma Health 26+ Mid-level 1-3 2 Addison_SI-11 

12. Charlotte_WS-

12 Female 51-55 Masters Health 26+ Mid-level 16-20 3 Sebastian_SI-12 

13. Marcus_WS-13 Male 25-30 Undergraduate Freight forwarding 8-10 Mid-level 1-3 2 Elizabeth_SI-13 

14. Martin_WS-14 Male 41-45 Masters Small business 21-25 Executive 4-7 9 Dominic_SI-14 

15. Brittany_WS-15 Female 25-30 Undergraduate Sports 4-7 Mid-level 1-3 1 Jordyn_SI-15 

16. Ross_WS-16 Male 25-30 Masters Health 4-7 Mid-level 1-3 3 David_SI-16 

17. Neal_WS-17 Male 46-50 Masters Insurance 26+ Senior-level 11-15 4 Jonas_SI-17 

18. Jillian_WS-18 Female 51-55 Undergraduate Accounting 26+ Executive 16-20 2 Aidan_SI-18 

19. Jackie_WS-19 Female 31-35 Masters Local government 21-25 Executive 8-10 3 Erika_SI-19 

20. Cindy_WS-20 Female 31-35 Undergraduate Technology 11-15 Executive 4-7 4 Alannah_SI-20 

   *All names presented are pseudonyms  
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Table 3-4 

Demographic data of business student intern participants 
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1. Dionne_SI-1 Female 

21-

25 UG MKT Yes 1-3 years N/A Bar attendant Casual No AUS 

S2, 

2016 

12 

months Paige_WS-1 

 

2. Kyle_SI-2 Male 

21-

25 PG ACCT Yes 

1-11 

months N/A Accountant 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

13 

months Hilary_WS-2 

 

3. Adam_SI-3 Male 

31-

35 PG MKT Yes 

1-11 

months 14 years 

Marketing 

Manager 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

T1, 

2017 6 months Stephanie_WS-3 

 

4. Anne_SI-4a Female 

25-

30 PG HRM No N/A 

1-3 

years N/A N/A N/A INT 

T2, 

2017 2 months Justine_WS-4 

 

5. Laurel_SI-4b Female 

21-

25 UG HRM Yes 

1-11 

months 

1-3 

years 

Asset Services & 

Environment 

Assistant 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

12 

months Justine_WS-4 

 

6. Ray_SI-5 Male 

21-

25 PG ACCT Yes 

1-11 

months N/A Shift Manager 

Part-

time No INT 

T1, 

2017 6 months Noah_WS-5 

 

7. Celeste_SI-6a Female <20 UG 

HRM &            

MGT Yes 1-3 years N/A 

Guest Service 

Agent 

Reservations 

Part-

time No AUS 

S1, 

2016 

19 

months Morgan_WS-6 

 

8. Imogen_SI-6b Female 

21-

25 UG 

INT             

MGT Yes 1-3 years N/A Retail Assistant Casual No AUS 

T2, 

2017 5 months Morgan_WS-6 

 

9. Josie_SI-7 Female 

21-

25 UG 

Events         

MGT Yes 

1-11 

months N/A 

Marketing & 

Events Assistant 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

14 

months Steven_WS-7 

 

10. Halle_SI-8a Female 

26-

30 PG HRM Yes 

1-11 

months N/A 

Workplace 

Relations 

Assistant 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

14 

months Melody_WS-8 

 

11. Brody_SI8b Male 

26-

30 UG 

HRM &              

MKT Yes 

8-10 

years N/A 

Head of Dept 

Cinemas Casual No AUS 

T2, 

2017 5 months Melody_WS-8 
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12. Layla_SI-8c Female 

31-

35 UG 

HRM &               

ER Yes 

11+ 

years N/A 

Self-employed - 

Administration 

Full-

time No AUS 

T2, 

2017 6 months Melody_WS-8 

 

13. Alexis_SI-9 Female 

21-

25 UG 

MKT &                

INT 

BUS Yes 

1-11 

months N/A 

Business 

Systems & Tools 

Developer 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

T1, 

2017 5 months Julia_WS-9 

 

14. Rachel_SI-10 Female 

26-

30 UG HRM Yes 4-7 years 

1-3 

years Coordinator 

Full-

time No AUS 

T1, 

2017 9 months Wendy_WS-10 

 

15. Addison_SI-11 Female 

21-

25 UG HRM Yes 

1-11 

months < 1 year HR Coordinator Casual Yes AUS 

T1, 

2017 9 months Renee_WS-11 

 

16. Sebastian_SI-12 Male 

26-

30 PG FIN Yes 

1-11 

months 

4-7 

years 

Finance Business 

Partner 

Full-

time Yes INT 

T1, 

2017 7 months 

Charlotte_WS-

12 

 

17. Elizabeth_SI-13 Female 

21-

25 UG 

INT 

BUS/ 

LSCM Yes 

1-11 

months 

1-3 

years 

Operations 

Officer Casual Yes AUS 

T1, 

2017 9 months Marcus_WS-13 

 

18. Dominic_SI-14 Male 

26-

30 PG MKT Yes 

1-11 

months 

8-10 

years 

Digital 

Marketing 

Specialist 

Full-

time Yes INT 

T1, 

2017 6 months Martin_WS-14 

 

19. Jordyn_SI-15 Female <20 UG MKT Yes 1-3 years N/A 

Bar & Bistro 

Attendant Casual No AUS 

T1, 

2107 

10 

months Brittany_WS-15 

 

20. David_SI-16 Male 

21-

25 UG FIN No N/A 

1-11 

months N/A N/A N/A AUS 

T2, 

2017 2 months Ross_WS-16 

 

21. Jonas_SI-17 Male <20 UG HRM Yes 

1-11 

months N/A Waiter 

Part-

time No INT 

T2, 

2017 6 months Neal_WS-17 

 

22. Aidan_SI-18 Male 

21-

25 UG ACCT Yes 1-3 years 

4-7 

years Accountant 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

17 

months Jillian_WS_18 

 

23. Erika_SI-19 Female 

21-

25 UG 

ER & 

Law Yes 1-3 years 

8-10 

years 

Workplace 

Relations 

Graduate 

Full-

time Yes AUS 

S2, 

2016 

17 

months Jackie_WS-19 

 

24. Alannah_SI-20 Female <20 UG MGT Yes 1-3 years N/A 

Corporate 

Reservations 

Consultant Casual No AUS 

T1, 

2017 

10 

months Cindy_WS-20 

 

            *All names presented are pseudonyms. Note: Level of Education - UG = undergraduate PG = postgraduate 
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3.5 Research Sites 

Nineteen of the 20 interviews with workplace supervisors were conducted face-

to-face at each of their workplace precincts. The other interview was conducted using 

Skype as the workplace supervisor had relocated outside of Australia. Workplaces were 

located across South-East Queensland. Workplaces included local and state government 

properties, small businesses, private conglomerates, publicly listed properties and not-

for-profit enterprises. All workplaces appeared clean and safe. The researcher did not 

observe anything extraordinary at any of these research sites. 

Twenty-two of the 24 interviews with student interns were conducted face-to-face 

across South-East Queensland. The other two interviews were conducted by telephone as 

the participants were in other cities. Research sites included meeting rooms and coffee 

shops at the University campuses, and meetings rooms at the student interns’ workplace 

precincts.  

3.6 Gatekeeper Access 

The research was conducted from a large public university in Queensland, 

Australia. In qualitative research, it is important to gain approval from gatekeepers to 

access participants (Creswell, 2003). At the time of conducting the interviews, the 

researcher was employed at the University. Consequently, the researcher had access to 

the workplace supervisors and student interns and was therefore able to seek their 

voluntary participation. Minimising potential bias and ethical considerations are 

discussed next.  

3.7 Ethical Considerations and Minimising Bias 

Three ethical considerations are needed when interviewing people to ensure no 

harm comes to them. Firstly, informed consent is required, that is, carefully and truthfully 

informing the participant about the nature of the research to allow them to give consent 

for their participation. Secondly, protecting the participant from harm, including physical, 

emotional and any other kind. Thirdly, their right to privacy must be ensured, that is, 

protecting the participant’s identity. (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Assigning numbers or 

aliases to individual participants is an example of how to protect their identity (Creswell, 

2013). In this research, all participants provided informed consent (see Appendix G) and 

were given pseudonyms. 
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C. Marshall and Rossman (2011) argued that the researcher must go beyond the 

procedural matters and documentation for the participants’ protection. Ethical 

management of the research must be conducted from the proposal stage to showing 

respect for the participants and in the delivery of the results. Thirdly, ethical management 

adds to the trustworthiness of the research (C. Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Davies and 

Dodd (2002) argued that ethics is essential to rigorous research, adding that: 

‘Ethics are more than a set of principals or abstract rules that sit as an overarching 

entity guiding our research…. Ethics exist in our actions and in our ways of doing 

and practicing our research; we perceive ethics to be always in progress, never to 

be taken for granted, flexible, and responsive to change’ (p. 281).  

Ethical issues can be present in interview research because knowledge gained 

from the interview is dependent on the social relationship between the interviewer and 

the interviewee (Kvale, 2007). As explained, in this research, the interviewer who was 

also the researcher, worked in the Business School Internship Program from which the 

workplace supervisors and student intern participants were selected. For that reason, 

minimising bias due to any perceived power imbalance over the students and perceived 

influence over the workplace supervisors was critical.  

To remove any perceived power imbalance over the students, no student intern 

was interviewed who had results pending in their course of study. Additionally, the 

student interns and workplace supervisors were advised that their participation in the 

research study was voluntary. Participants were advised that they could withdraw at any 

time with no prejudice and with no impact on the relationship with the researcher or the 

University. No incentives were offered to any participants in this study.  

3.8 Designing the Interview Questions 

Interview questions were designed to enquire about three specific areas: Meeker’s 

(1971) rules of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and 

competition in relation to Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), professional 

relationships developed between the workplace supervisor and student intern; and 

graduate employability. When conducting semi-structured interviews, many 

considerations need to be made. For example, questions must be created that generate 

relevant information. These questions cannot be leading or cause the participant to answer 
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as they think the researcher wants them to (Mills & Birks, 2014). It is also important that 

the questions are arranged in a reasonably logical order (Richards & Morse, 2012).  

Questions were designed so they could be asked to both the workplace supervisors 

and student interns to examine comparisons and differences in responses. To ensure 

detailed participant demographics were captured and to test the initial set of questions, a 

pilot interview with a former business student intern was conducted, recorded and 

transcribed. Upon analysis of the demographic responses, it were found that there was 

information missing in the demographic responses which also related to the workplace 

supervisor demographics. It was also identified from the interview responses that 

information was missing that would assist the researcher to address the research 

questions. Consequently, prior to the research commencing, changes were made to the 

demographic questions and additional questions were added to the student intern and 

workplace supervisor questions to capture a complete understanding of the experiences 

being examined.  

The first set of questions in this research was designed to build rapport and get the 

conversation started, by asking general questions before moving onto more specific 

questions (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Specific questions were then asked that related to 

Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), Meeker’s (1971) rules, professional relationships, 

and graduate employability. Interview questions were broken up into four separate 

sections that focused on: 1) The workplace supervisor as an individual and the 

relationship between the workplace supervisor and student intern; 2) The organisation; 3) 

The workplace team; and 4) Employability.  

Some questions were designed from research conducted by Rothwell and Arnold 

(2007) and Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) to measure employability. The 

individuals studied by those researchers were employed in paid contract jobs. Both sets 

of researchers designed employability scales from which questions for this research were 

developed. While the student interns who participated in this research were at the time of 

their internship either not employed, or not employed in a full-time job that aligned to 

their field of study, some questions from Rothwell and Arnold (2007) and Van der Heijde 

and Van der Heijden (2006) were deemed suitable to be used for this research. (see 

Appendix H and Appendix I for interview questions). 
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Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) proposed five dimensions of 

employability they used as scales to measure employability: occupational expertise; 

anticipation and optimization; personal flexibility; corporate sense; and balance. Using 

these dimensions, they surveyed 314 employees and their 334 immediate supervisors 

working in a large Dutch firm that produced building materials. The authors used 

numerous items rated by a 6-point Likert scale. Item 10 from occupational expertise and 

item 2 from anticipation and optimization were re-worded into semi-structured questions 

to examine the student intern’s graduate employability (Van der Heijde & Van der 

Heijden, 2006, p. 475). The items and the questions asked in this research were: 

Occupation expertise 

Item 10. Overall, how do you see yourself in terms of your work performance? 

Interview Question 12: Thinking about your work team, what benefits do you think 

they gained from having you in their team? 

Anticipation and optimization 

Item 2. I take responsibility for maintaining my labour market value 

Interview Question 22: Who do you think is responsible for maintaining an 

individual’s labour market value and Why? 

Rothwell and Arnold (2007) analysed responses from 200 HR professionals in the 

UK using 16 self-perceived individual employability items. Of those items developed and 

proposed by Rothwell and Arnold (2007), this research used item 7 (p. 40) below by re-

wording the sentence into an open-ended question. Interview question for this research 

follows.  

Item 7. I can use my professional networks and business contacts to develop my 

career. 

Interview Question 21: The literature suggests that networking is important to 

build your career, what actions did you take to network with staff and gain business 

contacts during your internship? 

Additionally, Rothwell, Herbert, and Rothwell (2008) developed measures for 

self-perceived employability, relating to second year undergraduate business university 
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students. The 344 student respondents were studying in one of three universities in the 

UK. One employability item developed in that study that was measured on a 5-point 

Likert scale was used in this research, however, the question was re-arranged to form a 

semi-structured question (Rothwell et al., 2008, p. 10). That item was: 

Q7b. The skills and abilities that I possess are what employers are looking for. 

Interview Question 19: In your field of study, what do you think are the most 

important key selection criteria when recruiting graduates? 

Interview Question 20: Do you think you satisfy those criteria? If yes how? If not, 

why not? 

3.9 Data Collection 

The following section explains the data collection tools used and data collection 

process that took place to conduct the research. 

3.9.1 Data collection tools 

There are four primary collection tools used when conducting qualitative research. 

These are: 1) interviews, including focus groups, 2) observations, 3) document reviews 

and 4) visual data analysis (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). This research used one-on-one 

interviews with workplace supervisors and their former student interns to collect data. 

Prior to explaining the reason why interviews were used, the other collection tools will 

be briefly discussed to provide insight as to their inappropriateness for use in this research.   

Focus groups 

Focus groups allows for the simultaneous and systematic questioning of several 

individuals. Like the individual interview, focus groups can be structured and 

unstructured (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Typically, focus groups are composed of 7 to 10 

people who have been selected to participate on the basis that they share certain 

characteristics relevant to the research questions, however they are usually unfamiliar 

with each other (C. Marshall & Rossman, 2011). There are both advantages and 

disadvantages to using focus groups over interviews (see Fontana and Frey (2008)). Focus 

groups were not used because of the potential for domination by one person hindering 

individual expression and also potential for a ‘groupthink’ outcome (Fontana & Frey, 

2008). 
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Document reviews 

Document reviews are an unobtrusive data collection tool (Babbie, 2013; D. Gray, 

2009) because they contain text and images documented without intervention from a 

researcher (Bowen, 2009). Documents can include; ‘government reports, minutes of 

meetings, patient records, policies and procedures, diaries and logbooks, newspapers and 

magazines’ (Mills & Birks, 2014, p. 40). This method of collection was deemed 

inappropriate for this research because the researcher was unaware of any such 

documentation directly relating to the chosen sample and research questions. 

Visual data analysis 

Visual data analysis is also considered an unobtrusive data collection method (D. 

Gray, 2009). The computer, software programs such as Director and the internet have 

revolutionised the use of visual sociology (Harper, 2008). Images as data are used to 

create visual stories that become the construction site of an argument. They can be used 

with, or instead of, conversational questions with participants being asked open-ended 

questions about the image (Stanczak, 2007). This method was also inappropriate and 

impractical because the research conducted was of a very personal nature requiring close 

contact with the participants.  

Observations 

The observational method studies people in their natural settings and is associated 

with ethnographic methodology (D. Gray, 2009). Considered a key tool for collecting 

data in qualitative research, observation requires the researcher to use their five senses, 

that is, sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste (Creswell, 2013). The researcher did not 

observe the participants engaging in work or interacting during the internships. Therefore, 

observation was not a primary collection tool. Rather, observations of the workplace 

environments were made at the time of interview and recorded in the researcher’s 

reflective diary (Scott & Garner, 2013) immediately after the interview with the 

workplace supervisors. As mentioned earlier, the research site for the workplace 

supervisor interviews were the workplace precincts. Additionally, observations were 

made and later recorded in the researcher’s reflective diary relating to the participants’ 

reactions to questions. That is body language, emphasis used in answering a question, 

facial expressions and gestures were recorded when the interviewer considered they 
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added meaning to the words used. Therefore, observations complemented the interview 

process as did the researcher’s reflective diary. 

3.9.2 Data collection process 

A total of 44 semi-structured interviews were conducted by the researcher with 

20 workplace supervisors matched to their 24 business student interns. The interviews 

were conducted by the researcher across a period of six and a half months. Participants 

were interviewed separately, and each interview was between 30 minutes and 45 minutes 

in length. Each selected participant was e-mailed either the workplace supervisor or 

student intern interview request inviting them to participate in the interview (see 

Appendices D and E). Additionally, the Participant Information Sheet was attached 

(Appendix F). When the invitation was accepted, the date, time and location were booked. 

Prior to the commencement of interviews, participants were asked to read and sign the 

Participant Consent Form (Appendix G) and complete the demographic questionnaires. 

Participants were also provided with a hard copy of the Participant Information Sheet. 

Participants were reminded that they could cease the interview at any time with no 

prejudice and with no impact on the relationship with the researcher or the University. 

Signed consent forms and demographic questionnaires were collected from all 

participants. All documents collected from the participants are stored in a locked cabinet 

in a secured office with the researcher’s reflective diary as per university protocol. All 

interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, so that full details and meanings could 

be analysed.  

3.10 Interviewing Participants 

This study used interviews with workplace supervisors and their business student 

interns, conducted by the researcher, to answer the main RQ and SRQs. The main RQ is: 

‘How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns 

enhance the interns’ graduate employability’? Interviews were used because to find out 

how individuals understand their world and lives, you need to talk with them (Kvale, 

2007). The interview is one of the most popular and powerful methods used to understand 

others (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Interviews allow the researcher access to reality, for 

example, individuals’ subjective experiences and attitudes that would otherwise remain 

inaccessible (Perakyla & Ruusuvuori, 2011). The interview, in the context of qualitative 

research is ‘a construction site of knowledge’ (Kvale, 2007, p. 7) The primary strategy of 
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the in-depth interview design is to capture the detailed and rich meaning of experience in 

the words of the participants (C. Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The design of the in-depth 

interview strategy relies on reasonably simple methods of primary data gathering with 

close, personal communication between the researcher and the participants (C. Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011).  

Interviews can be structured, unstructured (Fontana & Frey, 2008) or semi-

structured (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). In structured interviews, participants respond to the 

same series of questions that are pre-established and set within restricted response 

categories to capture precise data of a codable nature to enable explanation of behaviour 

within pre-established categories (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Unstructured interviews are 

open-ended and in-depth that attempts to understand complex behaviours of people that 

are non-categorised and without restricting responses that may likely limit the field of 

inquiry (Fontana & Frey, 2008). This study adopted the semi-structured interview 

approach because the focus of the research was on a specific topic and this approach 

allowed for the researcher, who was also the interviewer, to maintain a degree of control 

on planned items that speak to the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). It also 

allowed opportunities to pursue areas in depth when valuable. (see Appendix H for 

workplace supervisor interview protocol and Appendix I for student intern interview 

protocol). 

3.10.1 Asking questions and active listening 

When interviewing participants, an importance is placed on the way a question is 

asked, and active listening. The interview should resemble a conversation (Qu & Dumay, 

2011; Scott & Garner, 2013). The researcher, who was also the interviewer, was very 

interested to hear what each participant had to say as she was seeking ‘individual’ 

perceptions and experiences, so was therefore mindful to listen carefully to responses to 

extend questioning around the topic. The researcher was also mindful of the importance 

to provide positive reinforcement to the interviewees by maintaining eye contact, being 

mindful of voice tone, and by saying words such as ‘oh, I see’, when the answer had been 

given (Scott & Garner, 2013). As mentioned earlier, the interview questions were broken 

up into four separate sections that focused on: 1) The workplace supervisor as an 

individual and the relationship between the workplace supervisor and student intern; 2) 

The organisation; 3) The workplace team; and 4) Employability. The interviewer told the 
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interviewee each time a change in direction of questioning took place (Qu & Dumay, 

2011) to avoid any confusion.  

There was variation according to the length of responses of some participants. Some 

were very talkative while others appeared to take a more withdrawn approach. Those that 

were talkative needed little prompting and provided very full and lengthy answers to 

questions. Those that took the more withdrawn approach began with short answers that 

required the interviewer to follow with probing questions. Despite that, most participants 

commented on their interest in the subject matter of the research, the importance of such 

research at this time, and their interest in the findings. At the conclusion of each interview, 

the researcher asked if there were any other comments that the participant wanted to add, 

and then thanked them for their time and for participating in the research. The researcher 

reminded each participant that she could be contacted at any time in the future if the 

participant wanted to make further comment. 

3.11 Data Analysis Procedures 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The researcher 

transcribed the first four interviews. A professional transcriber transcribed the subsequent 

interviews. However, the researcher not only interviewed each participant, but also wrote 

field notes in the researcher’s reflective diary after the interviews and listened to the 

recordings whilst analysing each transcription. The researcher was very aware of 

remaining objective as much as possible about the meaning of the data. The interviews 

were analysed using a manual coding of text (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). Manual coding 

was initially completed at the micro-analysis level, that is, examining each individual’s 

responses through the personal lens. The purpose of micro-analysis is to provide the 

researcher with an awareness of the richness of data that has been captured, the number 

of ideas the data has generated and what has been learned from them (Bazeley & Jackson, 

2013). Each transcript was comprehensively and repeatedly read with notes made relating 

to the depth of responses and insights gained. Then, a detailed excel spreadsheet was 

prepared with multiple worksheets, one for each workplace supervisor, and another excel 

spreadsheet prepared that included one worksheet for each of the student interns. The 

response to each question from each participant was then placed into the relevant 

worksheet. That is, all responses from the 20 workplace supervisors were placed into a 

separate worksheet relevant to each question and the same data analysis process was set 
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up for the 24 student interns. Coding in this manner required detailed attention to text 

because the focus of attention must be on the text rather than preconceptions (Bazeley & 

Jackson, 2013), to reduce bias.  

Later, responses were grouped into sections that relevantly responded to general 

questions to give context to the study, SET (Blau, 1964) and Meeker’s (1971) rules, 

professional relationships and employability. Once this process had been completed the 

researcher then a) compiled relevant tables that detailed the number of similar/same 

responses from which key themes emerged, and b) set aside text of similar and contrasting 

views of the participants from which key themes emerged. Themes can present 

themselves as patterns, commonalities and differences, and/or patterns and processes 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) which is called thematic analysis. Researchers use thematic 

analysis to find the dominant and less dominant themes that emerge from the data 

(Luborsky, 1994). Using thematic analysis is advantageous because experiences, 

sentiments and beliefs may emerge during discussion that can be captured by qualitative 

research however will remain absent in quantitative only research (Denscombe, 1998). 

Furthermore, such experiences, sentiments and beliefs are represented by the participants’ 

points of view rather than views of others who may not be directly involved with the 

phenomenon being studied (Luborsky, 1994).  

In addition, the themes were also mapped to two models discussed in Chapter 2. 

The Determinants of Employability Model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) was used to examine 

its usefulness as an assessment tool for workplace supervisors to assess the employability 

of student interns in terms of the student interns being: rewarding to deal with, their ability 

to do the job, and willingness to work hard. The Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et 

al., 2012) was used to examine its usefulness in understanding the depth and breadth of 

the workplace supervisors’ roles that include: support roles, education roles, 

administration/manager roles and guardian roles, in the future employability of student 

interns.  

3.11.1 NVivo 11 

Further to the process explained above, text from transcribed interviews was 

imported into NVivo 11 to conduct additional testing of themes identified through manual 

coding. NVivo 11, which is specialist qualitative data analysis software (Bazeley & 

Jackson, 2013), was used as a complementary data analysis tool to manual coding, and 
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further assisted the researcher to identify and manage the themes that emerged from the 

data. NVivo 11 was used to add to the reliability of the analysis, because rigorous and 

systematic data processing takes place with its use, including the data analysis procedures 

being transparent. Advice was sought about the most appropriate software to use, and 

NVivo was chosen for its overall relevance and applicability to smaller samples. Even so, 

all analysis relied upon the researcher’s accuracy when entering the data into the software 

program, and misinterpretations, omissions and duplications are feasible. Figure 3-2 

presents the analytical process from data collection to identification of themes. The 

findings from the data analysis are detailed in the next chapter, Chapter 4 – Findings.  

 

Figure 3-2 Analytical process from data collection to identification of themes 

 

3.12 Presentation of the Data 

A key objective of the findings in Chapter 4 is to present a narrative that compels 

the reader to want to find out more (Ritchie, 2013). The findings are presented in 

descriptive, narrative form using direct quotes to construct the participants’ experiences 
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and meanings attached to them. Using this format provides the reader with a lens through 

which they can view the participants’ worlds (Creswell, 2003). The findings have been 

collected from different participant groups, that is, the workplace supervisors and 

business student interns.  Findings from the groups are presented separately to allow for 

the evidence from each group to be compared and contrasted (Ritchie, 2013).  

3.13 Validity, Reliability and Triangulation 

This section discusses the validity and reliability of the research and how 

triangulation of data has been achieved. 

3.13.1 Validity 

Validity is demonstrated in qualitative research when the approach taken in 

conducting data collection and analysis, and the transparency of interpretations, supports 

the research design to accurately identify and describe what was being studied (Carcary, 

2009). When adopting the interpretivist worldview, the traditional positivist criteria of 

internal and external validity are replaced by such terms as trustworthiness and 

authenticity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), quality and rigour (Mills & Birks, 2014), and 

credibility (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007). While quantitative studies work with 

large samples and data, it is usual for qualitative studies to be small in number of 

participants (M. Marshall, 1996). This study collected data from 44 participants: 20 

workplace supervisors and 24 of their matched business student interns. These 

participants had first-hand experience and knowledge of the circumstances being 

investigated (Mays & Pope, 1995), therefore, it was expected that the accounts of their 

experiences would be trustworthy and credible, or more ‘valid’.  

In addition, interviewing only the workplace supervisors or only the student 

interns may have threatened the credibility of the research by compromising validity and 

reliability (Gonyea, 2005). It would not be satisfactory to conduct research that examines 

relationships with just one party to the social exchange. Including both parties provided 

for a comparison of responses and as such, together, the workplace supervisors and 

student interns acted as facilitators of cross-validation (C. Smith et al., 2014). Also, the 

sample chosen to participate best represented the research topic (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, 

Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Thus, it is expected that the findings accurately describe the 

phenomena being researched (Cohen et al., 2000). Furthermore, the interviews with these 

participants were recorded and transcribed, allowing for deep analysis to their responses 
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that allowed for themes to emerge. Patton (1990) argued qualitative inquiry that generates 

validity, meaningfulness and insights has more to do with the observational/analytical 

capabilities of the researcher and the information-richness of the cases selected, than with 

the sample size.  

3.13.2 Reliability 

Reliability is considered to be a measure of consistency (Cohen et al., 2000) and 

dependability (Schwandt et al., 2007), and is of great importance in researching traditional 

natural and life sciences (Carcary, 2009). However, in qualitative research challenges 

exist in replicating the exact conditions under which data were collected (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). This study used semi-structured interview questions as the method of data 

collection which is deemed somewhat reliable because similar or the same questions can 

be replicated by other researchers in this field (Neuman, 1997) producing comparable 

data from like participants over time (Cohen et al., 2000). Importantly, in qualitative 

research that adopts an interpretivist approach as this research did, reliability requires the 

researcher to demonstrate that the data have not been invented or misrepresented and care 

has been taken in the data recording and analysis (J. Mason, 2002). To accompany the 

transcripts, observations and reflective diary notes complemented the reliability of data.  

The data became very familiar to the researcher, who completed the analyses, 

thereby arguably adding to the reliability of the research. The data were first collected 

first-hand by the researcher, while simultaneous notes were taken during the interviews. 

Next, the data were transcribed verbatim, then reviewed for accuracy and correct meaning 

from the observations, then read and re-read during analysis and manual coding. 

Additionally, phrases and sentences were selected as relevant to the research questions 

and were entered into NVivo 11 to assist with identification of the emerging themes. 

Later, some of those phrases and sentences would be used as representative of the various 

participants’ perspectives. Sufficient detail has been provided in this chapter that another 

researcher could replicate this research, thereby ensuring a reasonable level of reliability. 

3.13.3 Triangulation 

Triangulation of the data, achieved in this research, also assists to strengthen the 

reliability of research. Triangulation of research, originating from the surveyor’s practice 

of using two known points in order to obtain the third, is widely understood to mean the 

examination of a research object/subject from a range of differing perspectives. However, 
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as Morse and Richards (2002) argued, those perspectives represented by completed 

research studies must ‘meet’. Triangulation thus involves the use of more than one data 

source to increase the information available to better define a concept (Crano & Brewer, 

2002). Ideally, the observation techniques and perspectives sought should be as diverse 

and as different as possible, in order to be able to identify and represent what is being 

explored (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 2002). Triangulation of this research data 

has been achieved by using a combination of three diverse sources of data: the workplace 

supervisor, the student intern, and the researcher’s observation notes and general 

experience and understanding of university internships. These three perspectives all 

reported on the same phenomenon: the relationships between workplace supervisors and 

their business student interns, and the interns’ consequent employability.  

3.14 Strengths and Limitation of Qualitative Research 

There are many strengths to the qualitative methods used in this thesis. For 

example, the workplace supervisors and their business student interns had lived in 

circumstances relevant to the social phenomena studied, and as such, they possessed 

knowledge and experiences (Mays & Pope, 1995) that could be analysed ‘in depth and in 

detail’ (Patton, 1999, p. 1197). Therefore, the data collected were expected to be 

trustworthy and authentic (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Furthermore, because the data are 

based on human experience, they are sometimes more powerful and compelling than 

quantitative data (Anderson, 2010). Additionally, subtleties and complexities about the 

participants and/or the problem being researched can often be discovered that may be 

missed when conducting quantitative research (Anderson, 2010). As is the case with most 

research, the research outlined in this thesis has both strengths and limitations.  

In terms of limitations, for example, it has been suggested that qualitative research 

is more easily influenced by the researcher’s personal biases and idiosyncrasies 

(Anderson, 2010). In quantitative research, bias is avoided because the quantitative 

researcher maintains a distance from his/her research study (D. Cooper & Schindler, 

2008). However, difficulties surrounding anonymity and confidentiality can pose 

problems when presenting findings in qualitative research (Anderson, 2010). For that 

reason, it was important to protect the identity (Creswell, 2013) of all participants and 

therefore, they were given pseudonyms. Additionally, the use of qualitative data 

collection techniques and small samples, limits the generalisability of the findings. A 
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criticism of the qualitative researcher is that they overuse interviews and focus groups 

rather than looking to other methods such as ethnography, observation, documentary 

analysis, case studies, and conversational analysis (Anderson, 2010). However, generally, 

the main focus in qualitative research is on assuring that the events within the research 

are represented appropriately and the key issues investigated are understood (Carcary, 

2009). 

3.15 Summary 

This chapter has explained the research approach taken, the research design used, 

and the ethical approach taken to conduct this research. Of the four worldviews, the 

interpretivist approach was selected because its focus is on the views of the participants, 

their perceptions, meanings and interpretations of their experiences. The qualitative 

method of semi-structured interviews was chosen because such interviews allow the 

researcher access to the reality of the participants’ subjective experiences and to maintain 

a degree of control over planned items that speak to the research questions. The planned 

items help to increase the reliability of the research. Complementary to the interviews, 

observations were made and recorded in the researcher’s reflective diary. Of the 44 

interviews conducted over a six-and-a-half-month period, 41 were face to face, one was 

skyped and two were conducted over the telephone. Interview questions were asked that 

related to SET (Blau, 1964), Meeker’s (1971) rules of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, 

group gain, status consistency and competition, professional relationships, and graduate 

employability. While purposeful and convenience sampling was used, sampling bias was 

reduced by the implementation of ethical considerations. The triangulated data were 

analysed using manual coding of text and thematic analysis. NVivo 11 was used as a 

complementary tool to the manual process in the recording and examining of the data, 

and both processes used to identify themes. Some examples of the strengths and 

limitations of qualitative research were given. The following chapter presents the 

findings. 
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Chapter 4 Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines how the relationships between the workplace supervisors 

and business student interns enhances the interns’ graduate employability. The theoretical 

framework of Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) and Meeker’s (Meeker, 1971) rules 

of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency and competition, 

informed the interview questions and provided the framework to collect and report the 

data. Analysis of the data involved identifying patterns, commonalities and differences 

that emerged (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and grouping them together into themes (see 

Chapter 3). The findings are presented in seven sections as summarised below.  

Section One provides context to the study. In this section, findings are presented 

pertaining to the reasons why student intern participants chose to undertake an internship 

as part of their university degree. This section then presents: what led employees to take 

on the role of workplace supervisor within their organisations; the support provided to 

them in undertaking that role; what the workplace supervisor role entails; and what skills 

are necessary to perform that role of workplace supervisor to business student interns. 

Sections Two and Three present the findings in accordance with SET (Blau, 1964) and 

Meeker’s (1971) rules. Section Two examines the workplace supervisors’ motivations 

and other considerations to participate in the internship program, from the workplace 

supervisors’ perspectives. Section Three examines what student interns think motivates 

workplace supervisors to take on the role, and how the observations and experiences of 

those student interns in the internship link to Meeker’s (1971) rules. Section Four 

examines the challenges and barriers to taking on the workplace supervisor role from both 

the workplace supervisors’ and business student interns’ perspectives. Section Five 

reports on the relationships between the workplace supervisors and their business student 

interns. Specifically, it examines how the relationships developed and what is perceived 

by the participant cohorts as the basis for building professional relationships. Section Six 

focuses on employability and examines the participants’ perceptions of employability as 

a definition, and in relation to the student interns. Section Seven presents final comments 

made prior to the interviews concluding, followed by a conclusion to the chapter. 
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4.2 Section One - Providing Context to the Study  

This section presents findings pertaining to the reasons why student intern 

participants chose to undertake an internship as part of their university degree. This 

section then presents: what led employees to take on the role of workplace supervisor 

within their organisations; the support provided to them in undertaking that role; what the 

workplace supervisor role entails; and what skills are necessary to perform that role of 

workplace supervisor to business student interns.  

4.2.1 Business student interns 

Business student intern participants were asked why they wanted to undertake an 

internship. Some participants gave multiple responses. The dominant themes articulated 

by the participants were that they wanted to gain work experience to enhance their 

employability (n=14), and they wanted an opportunity to learn more about the workplace 

relative to their field of study (n=10). To a lesser extent, they wanted to put theory learned 

in the classroom into practice (n=5).  

For example, at the time he was undertaking his internship, Ray_SI-5 was an 

international student enrolled into the Master of Professional Accounting degree with a 

part-time job as a shift worker. Ray was supervised by Noah_WS-5. Ray explained why 

gaining work experience was important to enhancing his employability:  

‘I know as a fact that having work experience is really important to your 

employability especially if you can get it as part of doing your degree…it was 

going to enhance my experience and give me a little bit of a head start in my 

search for employment upon graduation’. Ray_SI-5 

Adam_SI-3, a domestic mature-age student, completed his internship while 

enrolled in a Master of Marketing degree. Adam was supervised by Stephie_WS-3. At 

the time of his internship, Adam worked in a low-income job in retail while supporting 

his wife and young child. The internship was important to him to enhance his 

employability by gaining a competitive edge:  

‘When you finish your degree, and this is what I found when I did my previous 

degree, there are too many fish in the fishbowl. You need to be that shark, and to 

be that shark you need to have an edge over your competition’. Adam_ SI-3 
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Domestic student Dionne_SI_1 completed four separate and quite different 

internships during her undergraduate degree in which she majored in marketing. She 

highlighted her desire to put her classroom learning into practice and learn about the 

workplace relative to her field of study. While completing the internship relevant to this 

research, Dionne was supervised by Paige_WS-1 and she had casual employment in the 

hospitality sector. Dionne commented: 

 ‘It [the internship] would allow me to see if it was something that I really did 

want to pursue once I finished uni and this would give me the opportunity to learn 

a bit more about that industry’. Dionne_SI-1 

Less common reasons students participated in an internship included: ‘build 

networks’, Dominic_SI-14; and ‘to grow my own professional confidence ‘. Celeste_SI-

6a  

All responses given are shown Table 4.1 below.  

Table 4-1 

Why students take internships 

Why students undertake internships 

No of BSI 

who gave 

the reason 

Gain work experience to enhance employability 14 

Have an opportunity to learn more about the workplace relative to field of 

study 10 

Put the theory learned in the classroom into practice 5 

Create a network within the chosen industry 4 

Bridge the gap between knowledge in the classroom and the real workplace 2 

Grow in confidence 2 

Get involved in the Australian job market as an international student 1 

Get a job with the internship organisation and remain in Australia 1 

Develop professional skills 1 

4.2.2 Becoming a workplace supervisor for the first time 

All but one workplace supervisor in this research usually supervised one to three 

student interns at the one time. Workplace supervisors in this research were asked how 

they became a workplace supervisor for the first time. For many (n=9), senior 

management or the Human Resource (HR) Department within their organisation initiated 

them becoming a workplace supervisor for the first time. The responses below have been 
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chosen from the different industries researched, demonstrating that organisations were 

willing to accept business student interns, and explaining how some appoint workplace 

supervisors to the role.  

Hilary_WS-2 is a senior manager in the health sector. She had supervised four 

student interns including Kyle_SI-2. Hilary explained: 

‘I received an email from my supervisor who had received some contact from our 

Board Chairman. He suggested that the Business School was offering interns and 

it might be a good opportunity to get somebody involved to do our 12-week 

program to try and learn and also help us with some specialised projects’. 

Hilary_WS-2 

Noah_WS-5 is a mid-level manager in the tertiary education sector. He had 

supervised a total of four student interns (including Ray_SI-5 mentioned earlier) back to 

back, ‘over the last year and a half or so’. Noah stated that, ‘local business service 

managers were asked by the head of our department if they would like to give an intern 

an opportunity to learn some new skills and experiences’.  

Marcus_WS-13 is a mid-level manager in the freight-forwarding sector. He had 

supervised two student interns including Elizabeth_SI-13. Marcus explained that, ‘…the 

internship was set up through our Melbourne office, the head office, so they did the 

groundwork, …that’s how I was sort of introduced to it’.  

Julia_WS-9 is at university studying an undergraduate business degree. She is a 

supervisor in the Franchising sector. She had supervised two student interns including 

Alexis_SI-9. Julia had a similar experience to Marcus stating that: ‘I first became a 

supervisor when our talent acquisition lead approached me as a representative within the 

international department after the head of our department had already agreed to have an 

intern in the team’.  

For other workplace supervisors, taking on the role was more personal and related 

to giving back, either to the university they attended (n=5) or to the community (n=3). 

Some workplace supervisors also acknowledged that student interns provide good 

workplace support (n=3). For example, Stephie_WS-3, who supervised Alex_SI-3, is a 

senior-level manager in the Energy and Mining sector. She had supervised 12 student 

interns and completed an internship when she was at university. Stephie explained: ‘I did 
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a couple of internships through the [University] curriculum, a long time ago and I saw 

the value in that and I wanted to be able to give back.  I also saw them [student interns] 

as a good resource ‘. 

Additionally, Paige_WS-1 supervised Dionne_SI-1 and is a senior level manager 

in the Tourism sector. She had supervised eight student interns. Paige stated: ‘I believe 

that I’ve got a skill level and I’m at an age where you have to give back to the community. 

And it is great support’. Martin_WS-14 owns a small business. He supervised 

Donimic_SI-14. Like Stephie, he completed an internship when he was at university and 

had supervised nine student interns: 

‘As a student, I found that [internship] an invaluable experience and therefore 

…when I was in an employment situation where I could then host interns I thought 

one, give the opportunity to people but also know that the interns can obviously 

create value in terms of the research and information they provide to business’. 

Martin_ WS14 

Other workplace supervisors explained that it was a responsibility within their job 

to drive internships across the organisation (n=2) or it was an organisational commitment 

(n=1) or duty (n=1). One workplace supervisor had a relationship with the university 

while another had a passion for mentoring. In contrast, when Steven_WS-7 first 

commenced work in his not-for-profit management role, ‘they had previously used interns 

in the past, so I just inherited the program’. Steven is a senior-level manager working in 

fundraising. He had supervised four student interns including Josie_SI-7. Table 4.2 details 

how workplace supervisors commenced in the role.  
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Table 4-2 

Becoming a workplace supervisor for the first time 

Responses to becoming a workplace supervisor for the first time 

No of WS 

who gave 

the reason 

Initiated by senior management or HR Department 9 

To give back to the university having previously been an intern 5 

To give back to the community as an individual 3 

Students provide great workplace support/resource 3 

Responsibility of the job is to drive internships 2 

Inherited the role upon commencement of job 1 

The organisation is committed to supporting community youth 1 

The organisation has a civic duty to provide opportunities to students 1 

Had a relationship with the university 1 

Passion for mentoring 1 

 

4.2.3 Support provided by the organisation to the workplace supervisor 

Workplace supervisors were asked what support they received from their 

organisation to carry out their role to business student interns. Their responses were 

mixed. Three of the workplace supervisors were either the business owner or Managing 

Director of the organisation so gaining support was not relevant to them. However, for 

the others, ten workplace supervisors received ‘limited support’ as stated by Steven_WS-

7, or no support as expressed by Marcus_WS-13, ‘not really anything to be honest’. 

Noah_WS-5 commented that apart from the university internship program WIL 

Coordinator, ‘there’s no additional support’. Julia_WS-9 explained that she received 

support early on with setting up physical resources but outside of that, ‘I didn’t receive 

any support from my manager on either occasion’. 

In comparison, four workplace supervisors reported strong support from the 

organisation. For example, Renee_WS-11 is a mid-level manager in the health sector. 

Renee had supervised two student interns including Addison_SI-11 and she reported that, 

‘the Director at the time was very supportive’. Charlotte_WS-12 is also a mid-level 

manager in the health sector but in a different department to Renee. Charlotte had 

supervised three student interns including Sebastian_SI-12. The researcher’s reflective 

diary noted that Charlotte appeared very proud when she commented, ‘from my immediate 

Director a lot of help, a lot of support and from my colleagues as well a lot of help and 

support’. 
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The remaining three workplace supervisors received support sometimes. For 

example, Melody_WS-8 is an executive in a not-for-profit organisation and had 

supervised 15 student interns including Halle_SI-8a, Brody_SI-8b, and Layla_SI-8c. She 

stated, ‘It very much depends on which project’. While support for the workplace 

supervisors was mixed depending on the organisation, 13 of the workplace supervisors 

mentioned that the student interns were supported by other employees in the workplace 

during their internship. For example, Paige_WS-1 noted that ‘the CEO would meet with 

them, spend time with them, parking would be provided and $15 a day for food’. 

4.2.4  The role of the workplace supervisor 

Workplace supervisors were asked to describe their role as a workplace supervisor 

to business student interns and explain what is involved in working with a business 

student intern. These responses were important to understand the key actions workplace 

supervisors take to maximise internship experiences for student interns. While workplace 

supervisors all responded to that direct question, it was necessary to conduct a careful 

analysis of each transcript across the entire interview to gain comprehensive insights into 

what their role entails. As discussed in Chapter 3, the direct responses and additional 

insights were collated and collectively mapped to the Analysis and Reflection Tool 

created by Rowe et al. (2012, pp. 130-134). 

In the application of the Analysis and Reflection Tool, it was identified that there 

are four main roles that workplace supervisors undertake: a support role; an education 

role; an administrative/manager role; and a guardian role. Within each role are sub-roles. 

Collectively, the workplace supervisors reported that they conducted a total number of 72 

activities within the sub-roles as reported in Appendix J.  

The highest number of activities was identified within the support role (33), 

followed by the administration/manager role (25), the education role (13) and guardian 

role (1). In the support role, workplace supervisors mostly undertook activities associated 

with the supporter sub-role (15) and the promoter of personal and professional 

development sub-role (10).  In the administration/manager role, workplace supervisors 

mostly undertook activities associated with the manager of student experience sub-role 

(12) while also conducting several activities associated with induction and transition (6). 

In the education role, workplace supervisors’ main activities were within the sub-role 

teacher of technical skills and other professional/generic skills (8). 
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The strongest theme that emerged was that many of the workplace supervisors 

saw themselves as mentors which sits under the sub-role supporter within the support 

role. Using Text Search Query in NVivo 11, the concept of being a mentor was mentioned 

75 times across the 20 individual workplace supervisor transcripts. For example, 

Paige_WS-1 who supervised Dionne_SI-1 seemed certain when she explained: ‘My role 

is a mentor, number one. And what I try and do is find out their goals, their talents, where 

their strengths lie, and give them tasks that relate to those’. Ross_WS-16 who worked as 

a mid-level manager in the health sector and supervised David_SI-16 supported this 

statement. Ross has supervised three student interns: ‘The role of a workplace supervisor, 

in my opinion, is to mentor the student’. The most comprehensive response to the question 

came from Jackie_WS-19. She is an executive in local government. Jackie has supervised 

three student interns including Erika_SI-19 and appeared confident in saying: 

‘Being a mentor and a workplace supervisor really needs to be considered as one 

in the same. You need to be there to offer them not only the tick and flick, “This is 

what we expect you to do.  Now go away and do it,” you need to be able to offer 

the time up, make the time, make it a priority, and go on the journey with them.  

And I think if you’re not prepared to do that you really shouldn't take them on’. 

Jackie_WS-19 

While Dionne_SI-1 and David_SI-16 did not use the word mentor to describe the 

role of their workplace supervisors Page_SW-1 and Ross_WS-16, Erika_SI-19 concurred 

with Jackie_WS-19 stating that, ‘I basically saw her as a mentor from the get-go’. 

4.2.4.1 Student interns’ perspectives on the role of the workplace supervisor 

Student intern participants were asked what their workplace supervisor’s role was 

in supervising their internship. The Reflection and Analysis Tool created by Rowe et al. 

(2012, pp. 130-134) was used to collectively map their responses. This research found 

that these participants perceived the workplace supervisor role to be less demanding and 

less extensive than the role as described by their workplace supervisors as detailed in 

Appendix K 

When referring to Appendix K, these participants identified a total number of 44 

activities within the sub-roles. Participants perceived the role to be more strongly centred 

across activities within the support roles (22) and administrative/manager roles (17). They 
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also perceived that their workplace supervisors conducted limited activities within the 

education role (5) and no activities in the guardian role. 

In the support role, student interns reported that their workplace supervisors 

mostly undertook activities associated with the supporter role (16). Within the 

administration/manager role, these participants reported that their workplace supervisors 

mostly undertook activities closely aligned with the manager of student experience (11) 

while acknowledging their workplace supervisors were responsible for the logistics of 

their internships. As discussed earlier workplace supervisors mentioned the concept of 

being a mentor 75 times across the 20 individual workplace supervisor transcripts. Text 

Search Query in NVivo found that student interns mentioned the concept of being a 

mentor 31 times across the 24 individual student intern transcripts. For example, at the 

time of her internship, Anne_SI-4 was an international mature-aged student with previous 

employment in the accounting and finance field. She was studying a Master of Human 

Resource Management and was supervised by Justine_WS-4. In discussing Justine’s role, 

Anne stated:  

‘She was basically my mentor. So, she was there the first day, she picked me up 

and she introduced me to everyone and she also gave me tasks…. She supervised 

my project and I got feedback from her’. Anne_SI-4 

Anne’s workplace supervisor Justine_WS-4 agreed with Anne and said, ‘My role 

is essentially to be there mainly in a mentoring role’. 

Adam_ SI-3 was supervised by Stephie_WS-3. He supported Anne’s view, saying 

that his workplace supervisor was also his mentor and added: 

‘So, it was very much a mentoring role.  She also helped me with how to deal with 

different personalities within the workplace as well, which I think is invaluable’. 

Stephie_WS-3 agreed but added. ‘I find it’s a huge undertaking’.  

4.2.5 Skills necessary for the role of workplace supervisor  

The workplace supervisors were asked what skills are needed to work with a 

business student intern. Their responses are below in Table 4.5. While the question was 

about skills, participants gave wide and varied responses that required the responses be 

separated into three themes, those being skills, attributes and other features. From the lists 
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of responses, it emerged that workplace supervisors require not just skills but also several 

attributes and features to effectively supervise business student interns. Based on the most 

frequent responses, workplace supervisors require time management, organisational, 

communication, leadership, people management and interpersonal skills when working 

with a business student intern. Additionally, they need to have patience and 

understanding. 

Table 4-3 

Skills, attributes and other features needed to be an effective workplace supervisor 

Skills (no. responses) Attributes (no. of responses) Other features (no. of responses) 

• time management (6) 

• organisational skills (4) 

• communication (4) 

• leadership (3) 

• people management skills (3) 

• interpersonal skills (3) 

• listening (2) 

• planning (2) 

• teaching (2) 

• coaching (2) 

• guide (2) 

• multitasking (1) 

• delegate (1) 

• give direction (1) 

• research skills (1) 

• problem solving (1) 

• troubleshooting (1) 

• good supervisory skills (1) 

• able to explain (1) -

(communication?) 

• relationship skills (1) 

• management skills (1) 

• project management (1) 

• suitable skill level in their 

particular discipline (1) 

 

• patience (7) 

• knowledge (2) 

• empathy (2) 

• trust (2) 

• compassion (2) 

• passion (1) 

• sharing personality (1) 

• kindness (1) 

• self-reflection (1) 

• friendly and approachable 

mannerism (1) 

• emotional intelligence - 

extension of mentoring role 

(1) 

• commitment (1) 

• flexibility (1) 

• influence (1) 

• open mind (1) 

• nurturing and caring (1) 

 

• understanding (5) 

AND 

• understanding - student abilities 

and experiences (1) 

• understanding levels of 

competency of software (1) 

• understanding of corporate dress 

(1) 

• understanding – expectations (1) 

• understanding the scope of the 

project (1) 

• understanding (objective, steps 

along the way) (1) 

• understand student behaviours (1) 

• give encouragement (1) 

• not expect too much (1) 

• open to knowledge sharing (1) 

• prior experience (1) 

• practical experience - 10 years+ in 

specialised area (1) 

• managerial experience (1) 

• willingness to take interns (1) 

• help develop and learn (1) 

• willingness to invest in interns (1) 

• advocacy for intern (1) 

• clear and concise delivery of tasks 

(1) 

• mindful of two-way relationship 

(1) 

• give meaningful and fulfilling 

work (1) 

• be questioning (1) 

• take time getting to know intern, 

how they feel & think (1) 

• know what other skills or training 

intern may need (1) 

• make sure both parties are 

benefiting - main skill (1) 

• allow for independence but still be 

there (1) 

• willingness to share information 

(1) 
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4.3 Section Two - Workplace Supervisor Perspectives 

This research found that for many, senior management or the HR Department 

within their organisation initiated their becoming a workplace supervisor for the first 

time. Additionally, most workplace supervisors reported that they received minimal to no 

support from their organisations. Importantly however, these workplace supervisors 

continued taking on the role. Understanding the motivation behind them continuing as a 

workplace supervisor to business student interns irrespective of the organisational support 

provided, is important within the context of the theoretical framework of SET (Blau, 

1964) and Meeker’s (1971) rules of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status 

consistency and competition.  

Workplace supervisors were asked what motivated them to take on the role. Some 

participants gave multiple responses. In total, the 20 participants gave 37 responses. 

Motivation themes linked back to the rules of reciprocity, altruism and group gain. Other 

data (detailed later) were linked to the remaining rules of rationality, status consistency 

and competition. The following sections draw on the data and present the findings in 

accordance with SET (Blau, 1964) and Meeker’s (1971) rules and in order of strongest to 

least strong themes which were, for motivation, altruism, reciprocity, and group gain. The 

themes linked to rationality, competition and status consistency follow. Findings linked 

to altruism. 

The theme that emerged most strongly was that workplace supervisors’ 

motivations predominantly aligned with Meeker’s (1971) rule of altruism. The cost of the 

exchange was to the workplace supervisors with the value going to the student interns. 

That is, workplace supervisors wanted to maximise the benefits of the internship to the 

students by giving them real workplace experience (n=6). At the same time, workplace 

supervisors found the role to be intrinsically rewarding as they teach and show the student 

interns new things to help them succeed (n-4), help to shape their careers (n=3), watch 

their student interns grow and develop (n=3), or just by having younger people in an 

otherwise mature-aged workplace (n=1) (see Table 4.6 below). 

For example, Justine_WS-4 introduced earlier as Anne_SI-4’s workplace 

supervisor is a mid-level manager in the airport sector. Justine is responsible for the 

internship program in her Human Resources position. She had supervised six interns 

including Anne and Laurel_SI-4b, and noted: 
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‘I think internships are a brilliant way of getting kids real world experience. … 

it’s the application to the real world, it really gives them the opportunity to 

connect what they’re learning at uni in a real-world application.  I love being a 

part of that. I love seeing the aha moment that they get’.  Justine_WS-4 

Neal_WS-17 is a senior manager in the insurance sector. Neal had supervised four 

student interns including Jonas_SI-17: 

‘I just see it as a natural thing to do for people who are at uni, perhaps who 

haven’t worked before, to help them in their quest to understand what an office is 

like and what a day-to-day role looks like. From a personal perspective, I love 

having younger people in our office’. Neal_WS-17 

As mentioned earlier, Steven_WS-7 inherited the workplace supervisor role from 

the previous incumbent. He commented, ‘to be able to help shape someone’s career and 

bring what they’ve learnt into real life is quite appealing’. 

Table 4.4 below provides the responses given that link back to Meeker’s (1971) 

rule of altruism and the number of workplace supervisors that gave those responses. 

Table 4-4 

Motivation to be a workplace supervisor to business student interns - Altruism 

What motivates an employee to be a workplace supervisor to business student 

interns 

No of WS 

who gave 

the reason 

Giving the students real workplace experience 6 

Enjoyment out of teaching and showing them new things/succeeding 4 

Enjoy seeing the students grow/develop 3 

Help shape their careers 3 

Younger people in the office bring new energy and vibrancy to the team 1 

4.3.1 Findings linked to reciprocity 

The next strongest theme that emerged was in accordance with Meeker’s (1971) 

rule of reciprocity. Workplace supervisors wanted to either give back to their community 

or to their university (n=5), or they saw that they and their student intern could benefit 

each other. Such benefits included the students providing fresh ideas, insights and up to 

date knowledge to the organisation while they were gaining work experience (n=4), 

giving the student interns projects suitable to their skill levels (n=2), having student 
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interns work on suitable projects the organisation did not have capacity to work on 

themselves (n=2), or having students provide organisations with a link to the university 

(n=2). Some workplace supervisors had done work experience or internships when they 

were at university (n=2) (See Table 4.7 below). 

For example, Brittany_WS-15 is a mid-level manager in the sporting sector. Prior 

to supervising Jordyn_SI-15, Brittany had extensive experience as a mentor within the 

University Mentoring Program. Many of her student mentees had undertaken work 

experience with her in her workplace rather than a structured internship. Brittany 

explained that her motivation to participate in the internship was, ‘definitely to be able to 

give back and knowing how much it helped me in the past when others had given me their 

advice and really introduced me to other people in the industry’. 

Cindy_WS-20 is an executive consultant in the technology sector. Cindy had 

supervised four student interns including Alannah_SI-20 and completed an internship 

while at university: 

‘We're a small business, and I knew that there were opportunities there to harness 

the brain powers of third year students and get some work done… that's probably 

the main motivator. It's good to have real life relatability when you're doing a 

degree, … I definitely got a lot out of it when I did my internship’. Cindy_WS-20 

Martin_WS14 captured the theme of reciprocity well explaining: 

‘I think it’s a great two-way exchange in terms of what we are able to give the 

interns for that experience in a business or a government organisation, but also 

what fresh ideas or insights they can provide us or research that’s beyond the 

capacity of what we have within our own resources. … it’s nice to have that link 

back to the university and to support that in some way as well’. Martin_WS-14 

Table 4.5 below provides the responses given that link back to Meeker’s (1971) 

rule of reciprocity and the number of workplace supervisors that gave those responses.  
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Table 4-5 

Motivation to be a workplace supervisor to business student interns - Reciprocity 

What motivates an employee to be a workplace supervisor to business student 

interns 

No of WS 

who gave 

the reason 

Giving back as an individual 5 

Keep abreast of what is new, fresh ideas, insights, up to date knowledge 4 

Having projects for which university student skills would be beneficial 2 

Previously did work experience or internship 2 

To see what is happening with the degree at university, linking with 

university 2 

Get project completed that didn't have capacity to complete themselves 2 

 

4.3.2 Findings linked to group gain  

The key finding relating to Meeker’s (1971) rule of group gain was that workplace 

supervisors (n=3) were motivated to find quality people to either join their work team or 

to work in their sector. For example, Marcus_WS-13 explained: 

‘…it’s hard to find good people. Getting someone who’s smart and getting them 

early and being able to train them up and hopefully get them fitted into our 

team…eventually be a part of your team on a paid basis’. Marcus_WS-13 

 Further, Jillian_WS-18 owns an accounting business. She has supervised two 

student interns including Aidan_SI-18 who she employed. Jillian stated: 

‘…the profession needs to stand up and actually do something constructive to 

entice the grads back into seeing that public accounting is actually a really vibrant 

exciting space to be in… It [the internship] was a great way to meet quality 

students who may be able to join our team’. Jillian_WS-18 

4.3.3 Findings linked to rationality 

Workplace supervisors were asked what things they considered when deciding on 

being a workplace supervisor to business student interns and again multiple responses 

were received. An analysis of workplace supervisor responses that link to rationality 

revealed that time was the strongest theme that emerged, with 11 of the 20 participants 

stating that time was their main consideration. Secondary to time was whether the 

business had a project that was both of value to the business and meaningful to the student 

(n=6), and thirdly participants considered the student’s fit to the organisation, team and 
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project (n=5) (see Table 4.6). For example, Morgan_WS-6 is a senior-level manager in 

local government and had supervised seven student interns including Celeste_SI-6a and 

Imogen_SI-6b. When considering supervising a student intern Morgan explained: 

‘Look of course, it takes a lot of time. You have to have the time and if you are 

going to do it, you have to appreciate what the organisation and the student 

actually get out of it as well…through that first initial meeting, you know whether 

they're going to be a good fit or not’. Morgan_WS-6 

Justine_WS-4 supported Morgan’s comments and expanded further on the 

student’s fit with the organisation overall stating that she considers if, ‘…the student will 

fit in, and they can match the student with the right business unit and workplace 

supervisor personality wise and speciality wise’. Additionally, in relation to projects for 

students to work on, Melody_WS-8 made it very clear that: 

‘We must have a specific project, so the student will have achieved something at 

the end of the project and that the outcomes are useful and meaningful to the 

business as well. Hosting an intern just for the sake of it achieves no purpose for 

them or for me’. Melody_WS-8 

Further, skills and knowledge of the student (n=2), resources (n=2), capacity 

(n=2) and support of senior staff members (n=1) were reported as considerations when 

deciding on being a workplace supervisor. It also emerged that these factors were 

important considerations because the workplace supervisors wanted to ensure the student 

interns had a rewarding experience. For example, Renee_WS-11 reported.  

‘I asked her to research what other government departments were doing in 

whatever project we were working on and then she could see the broad difference 

in how each department delivered different things, so I think it was a really 

rewarding experience for my intern’. Renee_WS-11 

Table 4.6 below provides the responses given that link back to Meeker’s (1971) 

rule of rationality and the number of workplace supervisors that gave those responses. 
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Table 4-6 

Things considered when deciding on being a workplace supervisor - Rationality 

Things considered when deciding on being a workplace supervisor 

No of WS 

who gave 

the reason 

Time 11 

Project that was of value to the business and meaningful to the student. 6 

Student’s fit to the organisation, team and project 5 

Skills and knowledge of the student 2 

Available resources to support the internship 2 

Capacity to monitor and guide student 2 

Support of senior staff members 1 

Additionally, workplace supervisors were asked to describe the benefits and 

disadvantages to the organisation and to their team in having student interns in the 

workplace. The findings are further below. Workplace supervisors were then asked why, 

if their organisation and/or team experienced disadvantages, would they continue to 

partner with a university in an internship program. These responses were also linked back 

to Meeker’s (1971) rule of rationality. Ten of the 20 participants responded that there were 

no real disadvantages. Participants who nominated some disadvantages replied that 

benefits outweighed any disadvantages (n=5). Other reasons given aligned with the 

responses to questions about becoming a workplace supervisor and motivation to be a 

workplace supervisor. They included: improving the skillset of staff including leadership 

skills (n=1); having student interns is the right thing to do (n=1); to get a specific project 

completed (n=1); to help students learn (n=1); wanting to give back (n=1). 

4.3.3.1 Benefits to the organisation 

The most frequent responses that described the benefits of having student interns 

aligned with what motivated them to be a workplace supervisor for the first time. These 

responses included the potential for the student intern to become a future employee (n=8), 

the fresh ideas and perspectives student interns bring to the organisation (n=6) and 

beneficial projects delivered by student interns for the organisation (n=4). Responses not 

previously given included staff learning new ways of doing things (n=4), creating a 

learning culture within the organisation (n=2), enhancing the leadership/management 

skills of the workplace supervisor (n=1), and positive internal changes because of the 

student intern’s work. For example, Hilary_WS-2 explained that, ‘having the students 

come in I think just reminds everybody that there is new knowledge out there, there are 
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new ways of doing things’. Melody_WS-8 agreed and added, ‘I’m working very hard to 

create a growth mindset and a learning culture across the business’. 

4.3.3.2 Disadvantages to the organisation 

The most frequent response to the question about disadvantages to having student 

interns in the workplace was time (n=10). Time was also the top response given by 

workplace supervisors when considering taking on the role (n=11). The second most 

frequent response was there are no disadvantages to having interns in the organisation 

(n=5). For example, Morgan_WS-6 stated, ‘My personal view is I don’t believe that there 

are any to the organisation’. Other workplace supervisors while reporting no real 

disadvantages, did nominate some issues that could pose a problem should they occur. 

They included: lack of productivity because of a lack of time (n=2), choosing the wrong 

intern (n=2), and lack of workspace (n=1). 

4.3.3.3 Benefits to the team 

Workplace supervisors nominated student interns as being an additional resource 

(n=6) as a benefit to the team. Other benefits included work outputs that don’t have to be 

paid for (n=2), staff learn to work in a group (n=2), student interns provide another person 

to talk to about the team’s approach to tasks (n=2), students bring in new ideas (n=2), 

staff think about improving their own skillsets (n=2), and staff learn new things from the 

intern. As Steven_WS-7 explained, ‘not everyone’s educated to that level or have 

experience in their field… So, there’s opportunities for the team to learn about the things 

they [student interns] know and how it’s all pulled together and integrated’. 

4.3.3.4 Disadvantages to the team 

The most frequent response to the question about disadvantages to the team when 

student interns are in the workplace was none – there are no disadvantages (n=10). The 

second most frequent response was time (n=5). Other responses included: finding space 

for the interns to work from (n=1); they can be an added distraction (n=1); staff pull 

student interns away to do menial tasks (n=1); dividing the time to the team to cater for 

an additional person (n=1); and, ‘having younger people around in what is quite an older 

group of people, they think you’re just going to replace them with a younger person…it 

does freak them out a little bit ‘. Noah_WS-5 
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4.3.4 Findings linked to competition 

In relation to Meeker’s (1971) rule of competition, workplace supervisors were 

asked if they noticed any competition between the interns and staff when the interns were 

in the office. All but one workplace supervisor reported no competition between interns 

and staff. Jackie_WS19 however noted that, ‘other senior in age individuals at [the 

workplace] might feel a little bit, perhaps threatened by the younger students who are 

quickly and clearly becoming quite knowledgeable and dominant in that same area’. 

Noah_WS-5 did not respond that he saw any competition between staff and interns. 

However, when asked about disadvantages to having student interns in the workplace he 

did concur with Jackie suggesting that younger people working with older staff can pose 

a threat (see section 4.3.2.4).  

However, Hilary_WS-2 and Noah_WS-5 reported they noticed competition 

between the student interns. For example, Noah who supervised two student interns at the 

one time noted, ‘I felt a little bit like Ray was competing for the limelight a little bit more, 

not that that was a bad thing’. 

In contrast to competition, three workplace supervisors reported they noticed how 

supportive the student interns were of each other when there were multiple interns in the 

workplace. For example, Melody_WS-8 explained, ‘not hugely competitive, more helpful 

and supportive’. Justine_WS-4 concurred with Melody stating, ‘Not so much competition 

with the interns.  I think they’re actually great co‑support for each other’. 

4.3.5 Findings linked to status consistency 

There was minimal evidence to support Meeker’s (1971) rule of status 

consistency. Across all interviews the theme could only be identified from two 

interviewees. Both instances related to workplace supervisors reporting that other staff 

did, or attempted to, use the student intern for purposes other than what they were meant 

for. For example, Renee_WS-11 reported that, ‘there were times when people wanted to 

come and poach her from me’, and as Steven_WS-7 explained, ‘other team members 

pulling the student away to do menial tasks rather than the tasks they were brought in to 

do’.  
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4.4 Section Three - Student Intern Perspectives 

This section presents the findings of the student interns’ perceptions as to: 1) what 

they think motivates workplace supervisors to take on the role (total of 41 responses); and 

2) how their observations and experiences in the internship linked to Meeker’s rules 

(1971). The findings are reported in accordance with SET and Meeker’s rules (1971) in 

order of strongest to least strong themes which were, for motivation, reciprocity, altruism, 

and group gain. The themes linked to rationality, competition and status consistency 

follow. 

4.4.1 Findings linked to reciprocity  

Student interns were asked: ‘What do you think motivates a workplace supervisor 

to take on this role?’ The strongest theme that emerged was in accordance with Meeker’s 

(1971) rule of reciprocity, with 28 responses linking to that rule (see Table 4.7). The most 

frequent response was that workplace supervisors were motivated by the opportunity to 

gain professional development (n=7). For example, Rachel_SI-10 was supervised by 

Wendy_WS-10. Rachel majored in HRM. She suggested that, ‘it would look very good 

on your resume to say you supervised an intern’. Sebastian_SI-12 was supervised by 

Charlotte_WS-12 and majored in finance. He added, ‘it’s good to have someone to 

supervise because that trains you to manage people’.  

The second most frequent response was that workplace supervisors wanted to give 

back as an individual (n=6). Kyle_SI-2 majored in accounting and was supervised by 

Hilary_SW-2. He observed, ‘she had a lot of knowledge that she was able to impart on 

people… she was happy to do that’. Halle_SI-8a studied HRM and was supervised by 

Melody_WS-8. Halle added, it really gives them an opportunity to help others and to 

teach the skills that they have to someone new’.  

The third most frequent response was that workplace supervisors were motivated 

to get projects or tasks completed that the organisation did not have the capacity to 

complete themselves (n=5). For instance, Ray_SI-5 studied accounting and was 

supervised by Noah_WS5. Ray stated: ‘it’s a win/win for the student and the organisation 

as well – the intern gets work experience and the organisation gets free staff’. 

Alannah_SI-20 was supervised by Cindy_WS-20 and majored in management. Alannah 

explained that her internship within a small team was specifically to complete a project, 

‘They had this project that they wanted to be completed and instead of them doing it 
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themselves they said to me it may be better to give a student the chance to come into the 

company and help us with it’. Alannah_SI-20 

Other motivators to take on the role of workplace supervisor as perceived by the 

student interns included: keeping abreast of what is new including fresh ideas, insights, 

and up to date knowledge (n=3); enhancing the organisation’s reputation in the 

community (n=2); gaining insights on new technology and how people are being taught 

in universities relative to their industry (n=1); opportunity to mentor (n=1); networking 

outside of the organisation (n=1); understand changes in a modern business (n=1); and 

having a relationship with the university (n=1). Table 4.9 below provides the responses 

given by student interns that link back to Meeker’s (1971) rule of reciprocity and the 

number of student interns who gave those responses. 

Table 4-7 

Student interns’ perceptions of motivation to be a workplace supervisor - Reciprocity 

Motivation to be a workplace supervisor 

No of BSI 

who gave 

the 

response 

Professional development of the workplace supervisor 7 

Giving back as an individual 6 
Get project/tasks completed that organisation did not have capacity to complete 

themselves 5 

Keep abreast of what is new, fresh ideas, insights, up to date knowledge 3 

Enhances organisation reputation in the community 2 
Gaining insights on new technology and how people are being taught in universities 

relative to their industry 1 

Opportunity to mentor 1 

Networking outside of the organisation 1 

Understand changes in a modern business 1 

The relationship with the university 1 

4.4.2 Findings linked to altruism 

Meeker’s (1971) rule of altruism emerged as the second strongest theme, with ten 

responses across four perceived motivators. The top two responses were that workplace 

supervisors were motivated by the enjoyment they get out of teaching and showing interns 

new things and/or seeing them succeed (n=4) and helping to give students a foot in the 

door by preparing them for the workplace (n=3). For example, Dionne_SI-1 was 

supervised by Paige_WS-1. Dionne suggested, ‘…just to teach someone or help someone 
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out. That would be pretty motivating’.  Adam_SI-3 added that workplace supervisors 

would be motivated by the thought that, ‘we can teach them and nurture them, and they 

can take this experience when they go to the next role’. 

Imogen_SI-6b proposed that workplace supervisors are motived by, ‘being able 

to give them [student interns] one step in the door that maybe was a lot harder for them 

to get into previously’. Jordyn_SI-15 was supervised by Brittany_WS-15 and concurred 

with Imogen’s view stating that a motivator to be a workplace supervisor is to, ‘guide 

them [student interns] into a role that they may not be ready for if they didn’t do an 

internship’. The other two responses relating to altruism were that workplace supervisors 

are: motivated by helping to shape the careers of student interns (n=2); and they enjoy 

seeing the student interns grow and develop (n=1). 

Table 4.8 below provides the responses given by student interns that link back to 

Meeker’s (1971) rule of altruism and the number of student interns that gave those 

responses. 

Table 4-8 

Student interns’ perceptions of motivation to be a workplace supervisor - Altruism 

Motivation to be a workplace supervisor 

No of 

BSI who 

gave the 

response 

Enjoyment out of teaching and showing interns new things/succeeding 4 

Help give a student a foot in the door by preparing them for the workplace 3 

Help shape their careers 2 

Enjoy seeing the students grow/develop 1 

4.4.3 Findings linked to group gain  

Three students gave the same response that linked to Meeker’s (1971) rule of 

group gain: that workplace supervisors were motivated to find a suitable person to join 

the team/profession (n=3). For example, Ray_WS-5 suggested that, ‘they’re looking at a 

possible employee in the future’. Layla_SI8c who majored in HRM and Employment 

Relations was supervised by Melody_WS-8 and added, ‘if they see someone that’s a 

rising star they get the first bite of the apple’. Aidan_SI-18 majored in accounting and 

was supervised by Jillian_SW-18. He was employed immediately after his internship: ‘as 
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in my situation, there could be a potential employee out of it…They get to screen a person 

in a sense, without having to sign any contract for employment.’ Aidan_SI-18 

4.4.4 Findings linked to rationality  

Participants were asked a series of questions about benefits and disadvantages to 

the organisation and the team while they were in the workplace. The findings are below. 

Student interns were then asked why the organisation would go ahead and continue to 

partner with a university in an internship program if there are disadvantages. These 

responses were then linked back to Meeker’s (1971) rule of rationality. The most frequent 

response was that while there may be disadvantages to having student interns in the 

workplace, the benefits gained outweighed any costs or negatives or risks (n=10). For 

example, Addison_SI-10 suggested, ‘they potentially probably weigh up the risk of that 

before they do it, and the benefits are probably better than the risk’. David_SI-16 who 

majored in finance and was supervised by Ross_WS-16 agreed, stating, ‘The benefits 

outweigh anything negative’. Other responses given linked back to reciprocity 

demonstrating that more than one rule can function at the same time. Those responses 

included gaining extra staff (n=3), reputation in the community (n=3), creating 

relationships with the university (2), student bring fresh ideas (n=2), and that there is a 

general push for internships (1). Three students were not asked the question because they 

stated that organisations do not experience disadvantages. 

4.4.4.1 Benefits to the organisation 

Some participants gave multiple responses about benefits gained by the 

organisation. The most frequent responses were: student interns may be potential future 

employees (n=10); they bring in fresh ideas and perspectives (n=10); they work on tasks 

or projects that the organisation may not be resourced to do (n=8); and having student 

interns enhances the organisation’s reputation in the community (n=5). For example, in 

discussing employment Anne_SI-4a explained, ‘when you have an intern it’s sort of a 

probation period because you get to know them, and you get to know their skills’. 

Brody_SI-8b majored in HRM and marketing. He was supervised by Medody_WS-8. He 

was set a specific project and stated that, ‘it allowed them to implement a performance 

management system that was really required’. Halle_SI-8a described the benefits for the 

organisation are, ‘that fresh perspective, the up-to-date knowledge that’s been taught 

through uni’. Laurel_SI-4b commented that, ‘it's beneficial for them in terms of their 
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reputation in the community, having a view that this company is wanting to help people 

learn’.  

4.4.4.2 Disadvantages to the organisation 

The most frequent student intern response relating to disadvantages to the 

organisation of having a student intern in the workplace was time (n=14), followed by the 

potential that the student intern will be a bad fit (n=4), and giving the student intern a bad 

experience, which may affect the organisation’s reputation (n=2). Other responses 

included a lack of workspace (n=1), lack of resources (n=1), difficulty understanding and 

managing restrictions around unpaid and paid work (n=1), and no disadvantage to the 

organisation (n=1).  

4.4.4.3 Benefits to the team 

Some participants gave multiple responses when responding to questions around 

this issue. The top three responses given relating to benefits gained by their workplace 

team were: the student intern was an extra staff member to ease the workload (n=7); they 

bring in fresh ideas and perspectives (n=6); and the student intern is someone new for 

other members of the team to talk to (n=5). For example, Sebastian_SI-12 commented, 

‘They get an extra resource, an extra hand to do the job’. Aidan_SI-18 concurred and 

added, ‘I was helping with the audit, so that's just the benefit of having an extra person’. 

Josie_SI-7 worked in a more mature-aged office. She stated that, ‘they were all aged 40 

or above. So, I think to have someone under the age of 25 come in, injected fresh ideas, 

…even in terms of relationships, it was sort of a bit exciting to have someone younger in’. 

Kyle_SI-2 described a similar experience to Josie and said, ‘a lot of them [workplace 

staff] commented it was nice just having a fresh face in the office, someone else to talk 

to’. 

Other responses included: projects are completed that ordinarily would not be 

completed (n=4); and student interns focus on the one project (n=3). Numerous other 

responses were given that included: staff better understand what their own job entails 

(n=1), student interns bring with them a new network of people (n=1), staff learn new 

skills (n=1), staff can train up their management skills (n=1), and they learn how to use a 

student intern responsibly (n=1). Dominic_SI-14 studied marketing and was supervised 

by Martin_WS-14. He worked on a project on his own. Dominic stated, ‘I don’t think that 

they benefited much’.  
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4.4.4.4 Disadvantages to the team 

Participants were asked if they thought there were any disadvantages to their team 

by them being in the workplace. The most frequent response was that there were no 

disadvantages to the team by having the student interns with them (n=15). Elizabeth_SI-

13 commented: 

‘I can be sometimes a little bit harsh, sometimes a little bit direct, and sometimes 

they have to tell me, “Whoa Elizabeth, this is not how we do things here.  Chill 

out a bit.”  But I think they [the workplace] gain perspective and they gain another 

voice, and they gain another set of hands that is just as capable, so I don’t think 

there are many disadvantages to it’. Elizabeth_SI-13 

The second most frequent response was that time was a disadvantage (n=5) as 

suggested by Ray_SI-5, ’I was taking up their time obviously’. Other responses included: 

minimal disadvantages (n=1), trying to find work space (n=1), interrupting staff with 

questions (n=1), and being a distraction (n=1). 

4.4.5 Findings linked to competition  

In relation to Meeker’s (1971) rule of competition, all but two student interns were 

asked if they noticed any competition between the interns and staff when they were in the 

office. Of the 22 responses, 17 student interns reported they did not notice or experience 

any negative competition either between other interns that may have been in the office, 

between themselves and staff, or between staff. Celeste_SI-6a majored in HRM and 

management and was supervised by Morgan_WS-6. Celeste stated that, ‘the entire time I 

was with the team, I felt very welcomed and I felt appreciated in the role’. Addison_SI-

11 majored in HRM and was supervised by Renee_WS-11. Addison concurred with 

Celeste and added, ‘the workplace I was in was a very collaborative team culture’. 

In discussion about what he observed between staff members, Kyle_SI-2 who was 

supervised by Hilary_WS-2 explained that, ‘there was [pause] not conflict, but you can 

see that there were different dynamics between different people’. Dionne_SI-1 also 

noticed that ‘there was sometimes a little bit of conflict within the team, during some 

meetings’. Rachel_SI-10 shared her experience stating, ‘everyone in the team was very 

supportive of me and very helpful, but I definitely noticed competition between each other 

[staff members]’.  
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Both Josie_SI-7 and Erika_SI-19 experienced conflict with staff members. Josie’s 

conflict was with a male staff member after she was asked to work on tasks he was also 

working on. Josie commented that, ‘I don’t know if it was competition, but maybe even a 

bit of jealousy…I didn’t let it affect me. So, if he had the issue, it was his issue, not mine’. 

Erika gained employment with her workplace. During her internship she worked in what 

had been a team of ‘three people for over a year’. Erika spoke about a female staff 

member who saw her as a threat at first and Erika stated, ‘sometimes people just can’t 

adjust to change…after a while, we became really good friends and she still is there now, 

so we talk and it’s totally friendly’. Earlier Erika’s workplace supervisors Jackie_WS-19 

noted that, ‘some senior in age individuals might feel, ‘perhaps threatened by the younger 

students…’ 

Jordyn_SI-15 completed multiple internships. Discussing competition between 

student interns when they are in the workplace together, Jordyn declared, ‘it’s only 

natural that there’s competition’. It was interesting to note a comment made by Ray_SI-

5 who was supervised by Noah_WS-5. Ray completed his internship with another student 

intern and when asked about competition between the two Ray stated, ‘Not between me 

and [student intern] a lot. We were always sort of a team… there was never really 

competition there’. Earlier, Noah had observed that ‘Ray was competing for the 

limelight’. 

Adam_SI-3 experienced competition in the workplace with other interns but 

described it as ‘healthy competition’. Both Josie_SI-7 and Aidan_SI-18 supported 

Adam’s view that the competition they experienced between student interns was healthy 

competition with Josie stating the interns were, ‘egging each other on’ and in doing so 

they were ‘supporting each other’. Four other student interns reported as Josie had stated. 

That is, rather than competing against each other when there were multiple student interns 

in the workplace, they supported each other. For example, Dionne_SI-1 explained that 

she met the student intern she was working with on the first day of the internship, ‘we 

found each other more like a support network during the whole internship situation, 

which was really good’. Halle_SI-8a shared the same experience and stated, ‘we were all 

really supportive of each other, so that was really nice’.  
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4.4.6 Findings linked to status consistency  

As with the workplace supervisor interviews, there was only one example to 

support Meeker’s (1971) rule of status consistency across the student internship 

interviews. That example was from Josie_SI-7, who described the following: 

‘I had a couple of times where someone would say, oh Josie, I need you to do this, 

and then I’d have another one come back and be like, oh no, I need her to do this 

because this is more important. Usually I tried to gauge, depending on the staff 

member, so if one staff member was more…had seniority, I would do their task 

first’. Josie_SI-7 

4.5 Section Four - Challenges or Barriers to Taking on the Workplace 

Supervisor Role  

The workplace supervisor participants were asked what challenges or barriers they 

faced undertaking the internship role. Time was the most frequently reported challenge 

or barrier with 12 of the 20 participants nominating that as the primary issue. Earlier, time 

(n=11) was reported as the strongest theme when deciding on being a workplace 

supervisor to business student interns, and time (n=10) was the most frequent response to 

the question about disadvantages to having students in the workplace. For example, 

Hilary_WS-2 explained, ‘Time. Sometimes it is not beneficial in busy periods. Depending 

on the student they can ask lots of questions and it can be a bit confronting I think for 

staff as well’. Marcus_WS-13 added, ‘Time was the big one. Making sure I gave the time 

to the intern while balancing my stuff as well. That really depends on the intern as well, 

some need more guidance than others and some just pick things up and run with it’. 

The timeframe for the internship was noted as a challenge for three participants 

including Noah_WS-5 who stated, ‘Time - the 12-week period at one day a week is not 

enough time for students to learn and give a good final product’. Stephie_WS-3 supported 

that notion stating, ‘I find that short timeframe a bit challenging personally’. However, 

not all participants faced challenges or barriers when taking on the role. When asked the 

question Paige_WS-1 responded ‘none’, while Renee_WS-11 cheerfully stated, ‘No 

barriers. It was a bonus for me and the intern I got was absolutely marvellous’. 

When asked, student interns responded that they perceived that time was a 

challenge or barrier for workplace supervisors with 14 of the 24 participants nominating 

time as the primary issue. For example, Dominic_SI-14 suggested that, ‘it locks up their 
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time’. Alexis_SI-9 majored in marketing and international business and was supervised 

by Julia_WS-9. Alexis was later employed by her internship organisation. She stated, 

‘finding the time because this organisation is so busy, and time is very, very difficult to 

find here’.  

Four student interns suggested that having a student intern who is not a good fit 

could pose a challenge. Alannah_SI-20 explained that, ‘if they don’t get on, it probably 

becomes a lot more difficult for them to have to keep having this person in their office’. 

Other challenges or barriers that student interns suggested workplace supervisors could 

face included finding suitable projects (n=3), finding workspace (n=2) and ensuring 

confidentiality as stated by Anne_SI-4, ‘student interns don’t take things like 

confidentiality very seriously and things might leak’. 

4.6 Section Five - Workplace Supervisors’ and Business Student Interns’ 

Relationships 

This section reports on the relationships between the workplace supervisors and 

their business student interns. Specifically, it examines how the relationships developed 

and what is perceived by the participant cohorts as the basis for building professional 

relationships.  

4.6.1 Relationships from workplace supervisor perspectives 

Workplace supervisors were asked if they had developed a stronger relationship 

with one or more student interns than with others. Four of the participants said they had 

not. For example, Noah_WS-5 explained, ‘No, I’m very conscious to have no favourites.  

Everyone is equal’. Interestingly, Noah’s student intern Ray_SI-5 commented that while 

his professional relationship with Noah was good, Noah ‘didn’t spend a lot of time 

developing that’. The other workplace supervisor participants all supported the notion 

that the amount of time spent with the student intern, the personality of the student intern 

in terms of likes, dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors, and their 

ability to connect on a personal level with the workplace supervisor were key to building 

relationships. For example, Hilary_WS-2 commented that, ‘the more time that you spend 

with that intern personally, the more it can develop that relationship… it depends on how 

interested that student is in building the relationship as well’. Hilary’s student intern 

Kyle_SI-2 explained that he felt very comfortable discussing any issues he may have with 

Hilary and that they had ‘developed a very good professional relationship’. Steven_WS-
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7 who commented that his relationship with Josie_SI-7 was good because he appreciated 

her ‘real desire to learn’, concurred with Hilary and added, ‘some interns, they’re just 

ticking the boxes as a part of the course’. Josie went above and beyond and did extra stuff 

outside of her allocated hours’. Regarding personality Neal_WS-17 commented, ‘we’ve 

done our best to support each of them… I guess some interns, and this is just people isn’t 

it, some interns are more giving and outgoing’. Justine_WS-4 concluded, ‘I think that’s 

human nature.  I think some people automatically connect more to people’. Paige_WS-1 

added, ‘obviously in human life there’s always going to be people that you lean towards’.  

From the researcher’s reflective diary, it was noted that Renee_WS-11 was 

emotional as she reflected on the relationship she had developed with Addison_SI-11.  

‘She also gave me a beautiful thank you card which I didn’t read until she’d 

actually left and I’m really sorry because the words she wrote in that card were 

absolutely amazing. I’ve actually held onto that one because when I need picking 

up I go and read her card’. Renee_WS-11 

Jillian_WS-18 had supervised two student interns. One she employed because, ‘he 

showed us he had potential’, and the other ‘lasted two weeks’. Jillian disclosed that the 

latter was a mature-aged male who wanted to be ‘handfed with everything’ which led to 

complaints because ‘the staff didn’t like that attitude’. In the second week of the 

internship, Jillian had a discussion with him about the purpose of the internship and the 

need for him to explore new things, be an autonomous thinker and think outside the box. 

Jillian said that, ‘after that day he never came back’. The researcher’s reflective diary 

noted the bemusement in her voice when Jillian explained further, stating: 

‘There was no connection because right from the start he actually didn’t 

appreciate being in an accountant firm environment. Looking back on it now I 

probably should have cut it before we even started because there was nothing 

about him giving back to us. It was all about him and he didn’t really want to be 

an accountant’. Jillian_WS-18 

Workplace supervisors were asked to describe the relationships with their student 

interns. Seven of them described them as professional. For instance, Stephie_WS-3 

explained, ‘It’s always professional… It’s important that they feel like they’re part of a 

team and what they’re doing is making an impact because if that doesn’t happen, you do 
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not get the best out of people’. Stephie’s student intern Adam_SI-3 supported Stephie’s 

comment stating, ‘I belonged there’. Four other workplace supervisors described the 

relationships with their student interns as open, or open and honest, or as Jackie_WS-19 

described, ‘they’re open, honest and positive’. The other workplace supervisors also 

described positive relationships. For example, Renee_WS-11 commented, ‘we do build a 

relationship and we build a good rapport’. Three workplace supervisors described the 

student interns as ‘friends’, with Julia_WS-9  admitting that, ‘I probably need to work on 

a bit more the managerial skills that might come with setting expectations or maybe where 

they didn’t meet a deadline or a goal, working how to work that out with the student if 

you do have that close personal relationship’. 

Workplace supervisors were asked how they build relationships with student 

interns. Most agreed that the relationships are built from taking the time to get to know 

the student interns as individuals, and as Hilary_WS-2 commented, ‘giving them a little 

bit of context around what our experience has been as well I found helps to develop that 

relationship’. Marcus added, ‘give them the time of day and actual respect they deserve 

for being there’. Morgan_WS-6 agreed and added, ‘it’s being honest’, but also explained:  

‘I think with the job interview you know if that’s the person that walks through the 

door – anyone can put writing on paper and you can have all of the degrees in the 

world but …it is the first interaction with those people…and you’re already trying 

to work out a plan for them if they are the best people for your organisation and 

your team’. Morgan_WS-6 

4.6.2 Relationships from business student intern perspectives 

Student interns were asked to describe the professional relationship with their 

workplace supervisor. All but one participant gave positive responses that included, ‘a 

really good professional relationship and probably quite a friendly relationship’ 

Layla_SI-8c,‘very, very good, extremely good’ Adam_SI-3, ‘our personalities seemed to 

be quite similar… so I think together we worked quite easily’ David_SI-16, ‘it was 

supportive and always positive’ Aidan_SI-18, and ‘I think the relationship was great.  It 

started off really well and it just grew from there’ Rachel_SI-10. Rachel’s workplace 

supervisor Wendy_WS-10 gave a similar view and added, ‘the graduate used me as a 

referee’. ‘In contrast, Alannah_SI-20 replied, ‘we only really talked when we caught up 

about the internship and what needed to be done in the model.  But outside that, we 
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probably didn’t have too much of a relationship’. Interestingly, Alannah’s workplace 

supervisor Cindy_WS-20 gave a different account and said, ‘It’s always been good’. 

Responding to the question about how the relationship developed, the participants 

gave a variety of answers. For example, Dionne_SI-1 spoke about Paige_WS-1 being, 

‘warm and welcoming from the first day’. Adam_SI-3 commented that ‘treating it [the 

internship] like I belonged there… created a really solid working relationship’ between 

himself and Stephie_WS-3. Celeste_SI-6a said that the little things Morgan_WS-6 said 

to her, ‘made me feel appreciated and valued’, Two of the student interns believed the 

relationship with their workplace supervisors began with the interview prior to the 

internship. For instance, Addison reflected that Renee_WS-11 was ‘open from the start.  

We met earlier on before we started the internship to make sure that they were happy with 

me and I was happy with them’.  Similarly, Erika_SI-19 commented about Jackie_WS-

19, ‘I got a good feel from the very first interview’. 

Brody_SI-8b gave a more detailed and descriptive response about how his 

professional relation developed with Melody_WS-8:  

‘At the beginning, I think she kind of saw me as a student, where at the end … she 

started realising that, okay, we're starting to transition from that…you know, from 

a student to a person who can actually give me adequate input into something and 

help me problem solve and things like that. So, I think that professional 

relationship started occurring there’. Brody_SI-8b 

Alannah_SI-20, knowing of the positive experiences other student interns had, 

appeared dejected as she described a vastly different experience. Alannah reflected, ‘We 

would obviously talk occasionally about other things not related to work but yeah, not 

much more of a relationship developed and after the internship it hasn’t really maintained 

a relationship’. Further, the following is an extract from the transcript of the interview 

with Alannah, a student intern supervised by ‘Cindy’. 

Alannah: There were three people in the office and I only spoke to Cindy.  

 

Researcher: Okay, the other people didn’t speak to you at all? 

 

Alannah: No. No. They would say hello in the morning and that was about it. 

 

Researcher: How did you feel about that? 
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Alannah: I didn’t really like that. They would talk amongst themselves, the other 

staff would talk but I was never included in that discussion. So, it did feel a bit 

strange, as if I wasn’t there but I was still doing work for them. 

 

Researcher: So, these other people, were they male or female?  

 

Alannah: They were husband and wife, a couple. 

 

Researcher: So, did you feel excluded? 

 

Alannah: I think I felt excluded from them.  As a couple they would do everything 

together. They would arrive together, they would go have lunch together. They 

would just kind of talk between themselves. Cindy would be included obviously 

because she was part of the company, but it never really extended to me.  

 

Researcher: So, they didn’t appear to accept you as a part of the team? 

 

Alannah: No, unless we were talking about what I was doing in their project and 

then we would all chat. 

Alannah’s workplace supervisor Cindy_WS-20 gave a different account of the 

relationship and the office environment. When asked to describe her relationship with her 

student interns as individuals, Cindy commented: ‘you kind of do get to know them on a 

personal level… it's about understanding, both them understanding what our goals are 

as an organisation, and then understanding about the intern too… after two or three visits 

they relax in to it and I think they find that we're pretty friendly here’. 

4.7 Section Six - Employability  

This section firstly examines the meaning of employability from the workplace 

supervisors’ and the business student interns’ perspectives. Secondly, the workplace 

supervisors’ responses to the request, ‘Tell me about the interns you have supervised’, 

have been mapped to the Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013). 

Thirdly, responses by workplace supervisors and students interns as to how the workplace 

supervisors enhanced the student interns’ employability are provided. Fourthly, responses 

to questions about networking, labour market value and work experience are reported.  

4.7.1 The meaning of employability according to participants 

Workplace supervisors and student interns were asked the question: What does 

employability mean to you? This research found that while employability means different 

things to each of the participants, when the individual responses from each cohort were 
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merged together to form an overall meaning of employability, the separate meanings were 

very similar. The following meaning of employability summarises the collective 

viewpoints of all workplace supervisors:  

Employability requires an individual to demonstrate knowledge and technical 

skills relevant to their profession. That individual must also have excellent soft skills that 

allow them to communicate effectively and respectfully, to network, and build rapport 

with their team and others. They must demonstrate a strong work ethic, ability to do the 

job, and be compatible with the culture of the workplace. They must also have the ability 

to manage and balance multiple and competing priorities. See Appendix L for full 

responses and Figure L-1 showing the journey from individual quotes to aggregated 

meaning.  

The following meaning of employability summarises the collective viewpoints of 

all student interns: 

Employability is having a package of assets that makes an individual attractive to 

an employer. Such assets include knowledge, technical and soft skills, personal attributes, 

and strong academic qualifications all relevant to the profession. The individual must 

demonstrate professional etiquette, flexibility, and prior work experience including 

community engagement and volunteer activities, with the proven ability to work with 

others and build relationships. They must also possess values aligned to that of the 

workplace. See Appendix M for full responses of student interns and Figure M-1 showing 

the journey from individual quotes to aggregated meaning.  

4.7.2 Workplace supervisors’ perceptions of their student interns 

Workplace supervisors were requested to, ‘Tell me about the interns you have 

supervised’. The dominant theme that emerged was that the student interns were 

impressive. As discussed in Chapter 3, most responses were able to be mapped to the 

Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013, p. 12) as shown in Table 

4.9 below. This model was used to map responses because Hogan et al. (2013) found that 

employers are more interested in the potential employee’s interpersonal skills and fit with 

the organisation (their likeability, making them rewarding to deal with), their ability to 

do the job and willingness to work hard. The authors believe that this is what determines 

a potential employee’s employability and career success. 



145 

Table 4-9 

Workplace supervisors’ perceptions of student interns mapped to the Determinants of 

Employability Model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) 

Student Intern’s 

Profile 

Workplace 

Supervisor’s 

Perception 

Workplace 

Supervisor 

Response 

Social/Interpersonal 

compatibility 

 

Rewarding 

to deal with 

 

Justine_WS-4 

Steven_WS-7 

Wendy_WS-10 

Marcus_WS-13 

Brittany_WS-15 

 

Jillian_WS-18 

 

Jackie_WS-19 

Integrated so easily 

We clicked very early on 

Young, dynamic, enthusiastic 

people 

Fits in well with the team 

Fitted into the office environment 

really well, really dependable, 

always on time. 

Enthusiastic, conscientious and 

fitted in well…could talk to 

people 

Ability to integrate into the 

workplace was excellent 

 

Abilities, expertise, 

know-how 

 

 

Able 

to do the job 

 

 

Paige_ WS-1 

 

Justine_WS-4 

Noah_WS-5 

Morgan_WS-6 

 

Steven_ WS_7 

Melody_WS-8 

 

 

Renee_ WS-11 

Charlotte_WS-

12 

 

Incredibly skilled…just so 

intelligent 

incredibly bright 

very smart, probably more smart 

technically 

An intellect beyond wow 

She was efficient 

They’ve both blown me away 

with their level of 

professionalism, their ability to 

think strategically 

Absolutely brilliant, real 

proactive and hardworking 

Pure finance, he knew his stuff 

Switched on, picks things up very 

easily 
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Marcus_WS-13 

Martin_WS-14 

Jackie_ WS_19 

Cindy_WS-20 

Fairly competent to very 

competent 

Hit the ground running 

Very smart, very switched on 

 

Ambition, work 

ethic, drive 

 

 

Willing 

to work hard 

 

 

Hilary_WS-2 

 

Justine_WS-4 

Morgan_WS-6 

Steven_WS-7 

Wendy_WS-10 

Martin_WS-14 

Brittany_WS-15 

Cindy_WS-20 

 

 

Willing and interested to explore 

and learn 

Very enthusiastic and keen 

A passion to want to learn 

She was willing to learn so much 

Embrace the opportunity to learn 

what they can 

Very enthusiastic approach to 

learning 

Willing take on different tasks 

They've got drive, and they're 

motivated 

Six of the student interns gained employment as a direct result of their internship. 

Five of them were employed by their host organisation and one employed by a business 

partner of the host organisation. Justine_WS-4 explained the reason her organisation often 

employed student interns was because,  

‘They’ve genuinely had an interest in learning, not only what’s the task they’re 

given, but learning broader and participating broader, and for us I think that’s 

what gives us that corporate fit’. Justine_WS-4 

Jackie’s organisation has also employed student interns. She stated: 

Ordinarily we wouldn't expect a graduate to be able to jump into such a senior 

role because usually the practical life experience component of securing any role, 

particularly for local government or in-house role is, it’s practically impossible 

without that experience, that life experience.  But (student intern) was able to do 

that’. Jackie_WS-19 
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In contrast, although Melody_WS-8 described her student interns as ‘exceptional’ 

and said that they have been ‘really valuable and had a huge impact here’, but she also 

commented that: 

‘I’m finding that I get most of my challenging concepts and what’s most recent 

research from conferences and from other professionals in the network, and 

LinkedIn rather than from those students. And those students, I find I’m the one 

challenging them’. Meldoy_WS-8 

Marcus_WS-13 expressed different kinds of challenges with one of his student 

interns, Elizabeth_SI-13. However, her fit within the team was a good one and as such 

she was employed: 

‘I don’t think she realises that you can’t be so stern and abrupt to clients, she’s 

very straight to the point and down the line which some people don’t respond well 

to. … but I think luckily for us, she seems to fit in well with the team so there hasn’t 

really been any challenges in that regard’. Marcus_WS-13 

Earlier Elizabeth_SI-13 acknowledged that she, ‘can be sometimes a little bit 

harsh, sometimes a little bit direct’ but added that the workplace gained another set of 

capable hands. 

While a high majority of the participants had positive responses about their 

student interns, some described experiences that were less favourable or indicated why 

problems could arise. Interestingly, these experiences or potential problems were not 

encountered with the student interns matched for the purposes of this research.  

‘We did have one student as well that possibly wasn’t as engaged in the work and 

we didn’t get as much out of that relationship’. Hilary_WS-2 

‘This year was the first year since I started taking interns where I thought I’d 

chosen the right person and actually hadn’t. So, on paper, on interview – brilliant, 

in actual implementation and development, very challenging. She was just your 

typical millennial, … sucked the other interns’ time to help her get her stuff done’. 

Stephie_WS-3 
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‘There's also that kind of stigma with graduates, kind of in this age of entitlement 

coming in to work places wanting the world but not wanting to have to work for 

it’. Cindy_WS-20 

Stephie and Tara’s comments contrasted with Martin_WS-14 who 

appeared concerned when commenting:  

‘More recently, people stereotype generations and say oh this generation just 

wants everything on a platter or this generation’s all about themselves. It’s a 

shame that people have a particular mindset and if they do, it’s a loss to them 

because there’s a lot of great people that they’re probably overlooking’. 

Martin_WS-14 

4.7.3 Enhancing employability 

Workplace supervisors were asked how they assisted their student interns to 

enhance their employability. Similarly, student interns were asked how their workplace 

supervisors assisted them to enhance their employability. The responses were important 

to understand what enhances graduate employability in the business internship. The 

responses were matched – workplace supervisors to their student interns. Overall, the 

matched responses were somewhat similar. The responses recognised that because of the 

internship, student interns’ employability was enhanced. Collectively the student interns 

had gained: practical work experience, professional communication skills, relationship-

building skills, technical or analytical skills specific to their chosen field, project 

management skills, problem solving skills, networking skills, new contacts, feedback to 

assist them to prepare for job applications including feedback on resumes and interview 

tips, and confidence. Only Jonas_SI-17 commented quite hesitantly that, ‘I didn’t think 

he offered anything’. In contrast, Adam_SI-3 explained that he was treated like an 

employee and his workplace supervisor was a role model to him. He was noticeably 

emotional when he later added, ‘If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have this job.  I’d probably 

be still working selling washing machines, trying to make ends meet’. See matched 

responses in Table 4.10 below, presents the core context of each response without the 

chatter and discussion around it. 
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Table 4-10 

Enhancing employability 

Workplace 

Supervisor 

How do you assist your interns to enhance their employability?  Student 

Intern 

How did your workplace supervisor assist you to enhance your employability? 

WS_1 Discuss what roles they enjoy and give them those roles.  SI_1 Link what I learned at uni to the practical aspect of workplace, gain more practice 

in the workplace and enhanced my resume. 

WS_2 Assist to enhance communication skills and build relationships 

with others. 
 SI_2 Taught me how to interact better with people professionally. 

WS_3 Give real projects, skills and resources to keep them up to date with 

real issues in marketing profession. 

 SI_3 Treated me like an employee and was a role model. 

WS_4 Give real projects, discuss career options, act as a referee, assist to 

write job applications and interview coaching. 
 SI_4a Valuable feedback and reinforcement - increased self-confidence       

 
SI_4b Introduced me to everyone and developed me along the way. Gave constant 

feedback and interaction. 

WS_5 Talk through the project problem with them so they understand risk 

management and stakeholder engagement - constant 

communication. 

 SI_5 Taught me analytical skills and improved my excel skills - the work that he gave 

me, it gave me a direction. 

WS_6 Exposing them to different tools, frameworks and techniques.  SI_6a Taught me a whole new methodology to project management skills that are 

transferrable to any business.     

 
SI_6b Gave me room to explore and try different things and be creative - taught me to 

be willing to challenge myself and learn more. 

WS_7 Explain how building relationships can be important for the entire 

organisation not just their department. 
 SI_7 Ensured I did all tasks correctly and prepared me for real employment. 

WS_8 Working with them on project management and problem-solving 

skills - time management and professional office etiquette. Having 

them come to work in an office and be in control of their own time. 

We teach them how to use Microsoft outlook and how to check 

people’s calendars. 

 SI_8a She gave me the real-life skills that I needed.  She helped me to understand the 

functionality of HR and how it works and what I need to do to achieve certain 

tasks.  She also helped me to understand how you can work alone but still have 

an open communication to get things done.      

 
SI_8b She gave me a lot of feedback about writing resumes, emails, how I should speak 

to upper management, how I should communicate. She taught me that it's all 

about being a very good communicator, a good problem solver, and making sure 

that you're not going into meetings unprepared.  Also, how to present in a 

corporate setting. 
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SI_8c Gave awesome feedback, reviewed my resume and provided advice on my 

LinkedIn profile. She told me it's all about confidence and networking. 

WS_9 Encourage greater interaction with other people in the workplace 

and developing relationships with others. 

 SI_9 Introduced me to the right people so I got to learn the business across all 

departments. 

WS_10 Expose them to other areas of the HR department rather than just 

within our team. 

 SI_10 Showed me different tools, taught me new skills, helped me to develop 

relationships with different people. In every way she helped me. 

WS_11 Giving project management skills and autonomy to think outside 

the square, to be proactive, maybe to come up with ideas I have not 

come up with in a project. 

 SI_11 Focused on making sure at the start that the projects they were offering me were 

going to be worthwhile for me. Gave career advice, how to talk to people, 

reviewed my resume. 

WS_12 Business etiquette, ethics, integrity, confidentiality and work 

experience to speak to questions in interviews. 

 SI_12 I know how the health service institution works. The research skills, knowledge 

and other skills I learned are transferrable across any hospital. 

WS_13 Both student interns ended up in a job in our group.  SI_13 Gave me feedback and helped me adjust to a nicer and more employable version 

of me. 

WS_14 Give them a real project and treat them as if they were an employee.  SI_14 Just by being an internship partner; just by doing that it’s helping students with 

employability, just by providing the placement. 

WS_15 Assist with resume writing.  SI_15 Assisted to get my resume right and gave me interview tips and tricks. 

WS_16 Leading presentations about projects and deliverables to staff. 

Putting them in front, answering questions on the projects and the 

deliverables and having them back when any difficult situations 

arose. That brought confidence and increased skills. 

 SI_16 I think just being in a work environment overall increases your employability. 

The internship and the supervisor relationship, being introduced to what you will 

be doing once you finish your degree, as opposed to having an idea of what it 

could be – you actually do get to see what it is. 

WS_17 Treat them like an employee.  SI_17 I hate to say this, but I didn’t think he offered anything, but I would have asked 

for like a reference from him. 

WS_18 Introducing him to software, practical software, knowledge of how 

an accounting firm operates, and communication. 
 SI_18 I developed technical skills, confidence in the workplace, and how to ask the 

right questions. 

WS_19 Teaching them to understand the variety of competing personalities 

and challenges in the workplace. 

 SI_19 Assisted with resume writing, assisted with preparation for interviews, phoned 

some colleagues in other areas seeking opportunities for me. Reached out to me 

for the job I have now 

WS_20 Talking to the intern about the organisation being the right fit for 

them rather than them the right fit for the organisation. 

 SI_20 Use and apply the concept of cost benefit models. 
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4.7.4 Networking 

Workplace supervisors were asked what actions they noticed their student interns 

taking to network with staff and gain business contacts for their own employability. They 

explained that they encouraged their student interns to network during their internships, 

which the student interns did. Greater networking opportunities were presented to those 

working on projects outside of their work teams and those participating in department 

meetings. For those working in smaller organisations or teams, student interns took lunch 

and coffee breaks with work team members and were involved with work celebrations 

and events to assist with strengthening relationships. Ross_WS-16 added, ‘the 

professional behaviours and delivering their deliverables was also a key aspect of 

building the relationships and networks’.  

Some workplace supervisors suggested that networking abilities are related to 

personalities. For example, Paige_WS-1 stated, ‘some kids are extremely good at that, 

and others didn’t do it. And that’s personality’. Marcus_WS-13 gave a similar view and 

added that, ‘Elizabeth_SI-13 has that young energy, wants to take over the world. [Other 

student intern] is very different, he didn’t have the same sort of energy and didn’t go out 

there trying to make those contacts’. 

The student interns were asked what actions they took to network with staff and 

gain business contacts during their internships. They reported that they got to know their 

team members, took the opportunity to speak to staff from outside their immediate teams, 

attended morning teas and other workplace events, and added staff members to their 

LinkedIn account. For example, Laurel_SI-4b was employed by the organisation at the 

completion of her internship and happily stated that, ‘we had a work family barbecue, so 

I actually took my husband along’. Some student interns reported that while they made 

the effort to network, they could have done a better job. For example, Layla_SI-8c said, 

‘it wasn't until we did the exit interview and I was researching into networking, and 

understanding that a bit more, and the importance of it, that it all clicked, and I was like, 

okay, that opportunity had kind of, you know, passed’. Addison_SI-11 added, ‘if I went 

back and did it again, it would be maybe something that I would improve on a bit. I might 

branch out a bit more and connect with more people’. Kyle_SI-2 undertook minimal 

networking activities outside his own team and was forthright about his limited 

networking abilities stating, ‘that’s probably something I was not the best at’. 
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4.7.5 Labour market value 

Workplace supervisors were asked who they think is responsible for maintaining 

an individual’s labour market value and why. The most frequent response was the 

individual (n=13). These participants believed the individual must be proactive and be 

responsible for their own careers as Noah_WS-5 explained: 

‘Certainly, there’s a huge amount of people in my team who based on what they’re 

planning to do with the software and stuff, they’ll need to adjust their skill set 

because they’re not going to be able to keep up if they don’t continue to learn’.  

Noah_WS-5 

These workplace supervisors suggested that the individual is the asset being 

developed with Martin_WS-14 adding, ‘if you’re smart in business, if you know you’ve 

got someone who’s valuable, you’ll pay them accordingly to keep them and know that 

they’re satisfied with it’.  

Further, four workplace supervisors believed that the individual and their 

employer are jointly responsible with Cindy_WS-20 stating that, ‘for an organisation 

their biggest asset is their people’. Two other participants believed that the individual and 

the university or TAFE they attended share the responsibility and one other participant 

believed that responsibility fell to the individual and their support network which may 

include the university, alumni and the community. 

Student interns were also asked who they think is responsible for maintaining an 

individual’s labour market value and why. The most frequent response from that cohort 

was the individual (n=16). Imogen_SI-6b explained, ‘it's on you to increase your 

employability, your value to an organisation’. Adam_SI-3 stated, ‘the individual, yep 

totally. When I went for this job, I put down on my resume how much I was worth’. Other 

student interns believe that for those working, it is both the individual and employer’s 

responsibility (n=6). For example, Rachel_SI-10 explained ‘if the individual is an 

employee of an organisation I believe it’s also the role of the organisation too, …the more 

value they [employees] are the more value they bring to the organisation’. Other 

responses included the individual and their university (n=1), and the individual first, 

university second and friends and family third as explained by Jonas_SI-17 who said:  
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‘I think the first is always yourself and then the second is the medium that helps 

you shape who you are. I think that can be university, and the third is the social. 

I think that’s really important, your friends and your family… in terms of just 

supporting psychological needs that you need sometimes’. Jonas_WS-17 

4.7.6 Work experience 

Workplace supervisors were asked questions about the most important key 

selection criterion in their field when recruiting graduates. Collectively, they nominated 

a mix of hard and soft skills, plus attributes. Hard skills included technical, business 

analytical, and critical thinking skills. Soft skills included communication and 

interpersonal skills with an importance placed on being a good fit for the organisation. 

Attributes nominated included attitude, drive, enthusiasm, desire or passion for the 

industry, strong work ethic, being proactive, a relevant qualification noting that not all 

workplace supervisors were concerned about graduates having good academic grades, 

organisational skills, ability to prioritise, ability to multi-task, and confidence.  

Additionally, ten of the 20 workplace supervisors stated that work experience is a 

key selection criterion when recruiting graduates. For example, Julie_WS-9 stated that, 

‘I think there is a stigma that I’ve heard from a few managers that graduates, no matter 

where they come from, perhaps lack some sort of you know real world skills. That while 

they have a degree it’s not as good as people who have experience’. Melody_WS-8 took 

a similar view and commented, ‘I look at what extra-curricular activities they’re doing 

and work experience. I know it’s chicken or the egg, you can’t get experience until you’ve 

got experience but it’s a huge factor’. Steven_WS-7 suggested that work experience 

accompanying qualifications is the preferred choice when recruiting graduates. Steven 

thoughtfully explained that, ‘the experience is everything, education and qualifications 

are great but if you’ve had a chance to put that into practice already and utilise it then 

you’re one step further up than someone who hasn’t really implemented their learning 

theory component’. Workplace supervisors were of the view that their student interns 

from this research satisfied those criteria. 

Student interns agreed with the hard and soft skills and attributes nominated by 

their workplace supervisors. Collectively they added: time management, teamwork, 

research skills, creativity, flexibility, attention to detail and ability to promote yourself. 

Of significance, they placed more relevance on the academic grades achieved than did 
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the workplace supervisors. For example, Anne_SI-4 remarked; ‘I know how much effort 

there is behind [a grade of] a six and a seven and how little effort there is behind a four 

and a five and I don’t know that I would want to hire someone who puts that little interest 

and you know engagement into their academic career’. Students placed importance on 

organisational fit with Laurel_SI-4b noting, ‘every organisation has a culture… I 

definitely think they hire people based on whether they're going to fit in with their 

culture’.  

Interestingly, 11 of the 20 participants nominated work experience as one of the 

most important key selection criteria. Student interns suggested that work experience 

could be either paid or not paid such as volunteer work and/or internships, or part-time 

work, and not necessarily in their chosen field. Rachel_SI-10 explained, ‘things like 

customer service and dealing with people are skills that I think go across any kind of 

role’. However, Sebastian_SI-12 took a different view to the other student interns. He 

suggested that if he was recruiting a graduate he would expect ‘very low work experience 

or zero, so if they’ve got work experience, it will be a plus’. Students interns were of the 

view that they satisfied their nominated key selection criteria for recruiting graduates. 

4.8 Section Seven - Final Comments 

Prior to the interviews concluding, participants were asked if they had anything 

else they would like to say. Workplace supervisors gave high praise to the internship 

program and again spoke of the benefits and value the program brings to organisations, 

student interns and to themselves. Paige_WS-1 confided, ‘I don’t think I could have done 

my last job without the interns’. Melody_WS-8 implied the same when she said, ‘because 

we are a small business and we need the extra help, they get to do a lot’. 

Reflecting on the value that student interns bring to the organisation, Neal_WS-

17 appeared slightly annoyed when he stated, ‘I get frustrated with my own people who 

turn on me when I don’t get any buy-in from other departments because I just think, 

‘you’re just missing out’’. Renee_WS-11 expressed similar frustration explaining that, 

‘there seems to be a disconnect between the universities and the government departments. 

This [internships] should just be an ongoing thing, like the graduate program that runs 

every year in every department’. 
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Student interns expressed how satisfied they were that they had undertaken an 

internship. Some students suggested that internships should be compulsory within their 

degrees to allow every student to have similar experiences. Celeste_SI-6a optimistically 

stated that, ‘Well, I’d say the internship program overall did so much for me personally 

that if I walked away from my university career without it, I feel I would be extremely 

demotivated’. Addison held a similar view stating, ‘It definitely makes a difference I think, 

especially for someone like me who hadn't already worked in the industry’. Josie_SI-7 

attributed the internship and her workplace supervisor for her securing a job soon after 

she graduated stating, ‘I’d say that definitely completing an internship helped my 

employability, one hundred per cent. I think the relationship between myself and my 

supervisor definitely helped get a job as well, because he provided a reference for me…’. 

Earlier it was found that there were contrasting perceptions between workplace 

supervisor Cindy_WS-20 and her student intern Veronia_SI-20 in relation to the 

internship experience and office environment. The researcher said to Alannah, ‘nine 

months down the track – how do you feel?’ Alannah shrugged her shoulders and said: 

‘I think the internship has given me, now looking for jobs, lots of examples to 

actually use in my applications. When they ask me when have I faced a setback or 

when have you had a difficult situation, …or they ask me when have you been 

creative or innovative, I can address the project and how I did the project on my 

own.  So, it has benefited in that way’. Alannah_SI-20 

4.9 Key Findings 

In this chapter the research findings and key themes from the data collected and 

analysed manually, and using NVivo 11 and thematic analysis, have been presented. In 

addition, some findings have been mapped to The Determinants of Employability Model 

(R. Hogan et al., 2013) and the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012). Further, 

some findings have been aligned to the theoretical framework of SET (Blau, 1964) and 

Meeker’s (1971) rules of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency 

and competition, and other findings are in response to particularly relevant interview 

questions.  

In relation to the key findings, student interns reported that the primary reason 

they enrolled into internships was to gain work experience. Many workplace supervisors 
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reported that either senior management or the HR department in their organisation 

initiated their participation in internships, and that they received little support from the 

organisation in their role. Workplace supervisors reported that their continued 

involvement with internships was aligned most closely with Meeker’s (1971) rule of 

altruism. Student interns perceived their workplace supervisors’ involvement with 

internships more closely aligned with reciprocity. Both participant cohorts agreed that 

time is the greatest barrier or challenge faced by workplace supervisors. Further, 

workplace supervisors require additional skills beyond those of a supervisor to employees 

The relationships between workplace supervisors and student interns differed. 

Some remained on a professional basis throughout the internship while others reported 

also having more informal relationships. Most workplace supervisors indicated that the 

relationships with their student interns developed over time, however altruistic 

behaviours complemented by understanding and patience from the workplace supervisor 

and relevant skills were important in developing professional relationships. The strength 

of the relationship depended on the personality of the student intern in terms of likes, 

dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors. This finding highlights the 

importance of universities matching well the student interns with workplace supervisors. 

The efforts student interns made to connect with their workplace supervisors and engage 

in their work was also important to positive professional relationships. Of equal 

importance to developing such relationships was the time and respect given to student 

interns by their workplace supervisors as well as workplace supervisors giving student 

interns context around their own experiences and making the student interns feel a part 

of the team. All but one student intern reported positive relationships with their workplace 

supervisors and they indicated that they felt welcomed and appreciated.  

An examination of the meaning of employability found that collectively, 

workplace supervisors and student interns had a similar understanding, although student 

interns included strong academic qualifications in their meaning while the workplace 

supervisors did not. Importantly, student interns attributed their enhanced employability 

to the internship and their workplace supervisors who provided feedback, reinforcement, 

career advice, and interview tips and tricks. Further, student interns gained new 

experiences, skills and personal attributes. Workplace supervisors were highly satisfied 

with their student interns and both participant cohorts agreed that student interns satisfied 

the key selection criteria relevant to graduate recruitment with six of the student interns 
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gaining employment as a direct result of them having been an intern. These outcomes 

demonstrate how the relationships between workplace supervisor and business student 

intern can enhance employability. The research also found that the ability of student 

interns to network during their internship was mixed. Both participant cohorts indicated 

it came down to personality. Also, most participants agreed that individuals are 

responsible for their labour market value. These findings highlight the importance for 

universities to acknowledge the contribution of workplace supervisors to student learning, 

maintain strong relationships with altruistic workplace supervisors, and match student 

interns with the correct internship opportunity. 

Additionally. the Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) 

was found to be suitable for universities to utilise as a formal assessment tool for 

workplace supervisors who contribute to the assessment of student interns. The Analysis 

and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012) was found to be very helpful to provide clarity 

to the depth and breadth of the workplace supervisor role. Finally, Meeker’s (1971) six 

rules applied across all participants but not all rules applied to all participants nor did they 

apply equally. Meeker’s (1971) Rules were found to be valuable to deeply and broadly 

understand the motivations, considerations and behaviours of the workplace supervisors 

and business student interns in the relationships. 

Figure 4.1 below presents the key findings in a conceptual model. While the key 

findings can be presented in a model, it must be remembered that this was a qualitative 

study and therefore none of the findings are generalisable outside of the study context. 

Also, the dotted lines and arrows are intended to convey the apparent link between 

concepts, not a causal relationship, nor an actual relationship outside of this study. The 

following chapter discusses these key findings in accordance with the theoretical 

framework and supporting literature and begins to explain the findings in light of those.
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Figure 4-1 Key Findings 

Note: Not generalisable – care to be taken when interpreting findings 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

This research examined how the relationships between workplace supervisors and 

business student interns enhance the intern’s graduate employability. The research 

adopted a qualitative methods approach and used the theoretical framework of Social 

Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) supported by Meeker’s (1971) rules of reciprocity, 

altruism, rationality, group gain, status consistency, and competition to examine the main 

research question: How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability? and sub-research questions. 

The previous chapter presented the findings of this research that incorporated semi-

structured interviews with 20 workplace supervisors and 24 business student interns. This 

chapter will first briefly summarise the findings prior to discussing them in separate 

sections.  

From the findings chapter, workplace supervisors reported that their continued 

involvement with internships was aligned most closely with Meeker’s (1971) rule of 

altruism. Student interns perceived their workplace supervisors’ involvement with 

internships more closely aligned with reciprocity. Most workplace supervisors indicated 

that the relationships with their student interns developed over time, and that the strength 

of the relationship depended on the personality of the student intern, in terms of likes, 

dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors, and the efforts student interns 

made to connect with them and engage in their work. Importantly, student interns 

attributed their enhanced employability to the internship and their workplace supervisor, 

and both participant cohorts agreed that student interns satisfied the key selection criteria 

relevant to graduate recruitment. Next, the findings are discussed in eight sections 

commencing with building professional relationships to enhance employability, prior to 

explaining how the findings address the research questions. 

5.2 Building Professional Relationships to Enhance Employability 

From the findings, it is apparent that there are numerous key elements involved in 

the process of building professional relationships between the workplace supervisors and 

business student interns for the purpose of enhancing the student interns’ graduate 

employability. The primary element is the altruistic behaviours of the workplace 

supervisors, however, time spent with the business student interns, the personalities of 
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the student interns, and the leadership style of the workplace supervisors also play key 

roles as explained next.  

5.2.1 Altruistic behaviours 

A major finding of this research is that it was the altruistic behaviours (Meeker, 

1971) that workplace supervisors demonstrated towards their business student interns, 

complemented by workplace supervisors’ understanding and patience in the process, that 

was the overarching reason strong professional relationships developed. This led to those 

student interns experiencing a successful internship which, in turn, enhanced their 

employability. Many workplace supervisors had their roles initiated by senior 

management or their HR Department. Most reported they received minimal, limited or 

no support to undertake the role, yet they undertook the role multiple times. In line with 

altruism, workplace supervisors maximised the benefits of the exchange for the business 

student interns (Meeker, 1971).  

Past literature suggested that internships are based on the notion of reciprocity 

(Patrick et al., 2009; P. Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 2012). The research conducted 

in this thesis found that while reciprocity is an element of social exchange in an internship 

relationship, it more closely explains the stakeholder relationship between the university, 

student and host organisation. Once inside the workplace, this research found that it was 

the altruistic behaviour of the workplace supervisors towards their business students 

interns that developed and strengthened the relationships. This behaviour was 

demonstrated in the ways that supervisors ignored time constraints to dedicate more time 

to the students, and they found the role to be intrinsically rewarding (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014). Workplace supervisors’ in this research reported that they greatly enjoyed seeing 

student interns connect what they’ve learned at university in a real-world application. 

Workplace supervisor views were encapsulated by the statement, ‘I love being a part of 

that, I love seeing that aha moment that they get’.  

This finding about workplace supervisors contributes to theory because it found 

that altruism motivates workplace supervisors to participate in internship programs rather 

than reciprocity, that past literature has identified as the motivator (Patrick et al., 2009; 

P. Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 2012). While the altruistic behaviours of workplace 

supervisors toward their business student interns are a major finding from this research 
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to building strong relationships to enhance student interns’ employability, there are also 

other key contributors that are necessary to support this outcome as follows.  

5.2.2 Time, respect, context and being part of the team 

Workplace supervisors articulated that the key to building strong relationships 

with student interns was about the amount of time spent with the student. This finding 

supports previous research by Nahrgang et al. (2009) discussed earlier who found that 

regardless of the differentiation that occurred between the relationships, typically, the 

quality of the relationship grew over time and then stabilized. Further, the findings 

suggest that student interns should be given the ‘respect they deserve’ for being in the 

workplace. There was also evidence to suggest that giving student interns’ some context 

of the workplace supervisors’ prior experiences and making them feel like they’re ‘a part 

of the team’, also builds strong relationships, considered as important to a successful 

internship and to graduate employability. 

5.2.3 Personalities and leadership style 

The student interns’ personalities (Archer & Davidson, 2008; R. Hogan et al., 

2013) in terms of likes, dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors, 

played a key part in building strong relationships with their workplace supervisors. 

Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) (Liden et al., 1997) is closely related to SET (Blau, 

1964) as noted by Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005), and LMX (Liden et al., 1997) 

theorises that different relationships can develop between supervisors and team members, 

or in this case student interns. The findings from this study suggest that building a 

relationship with the student intern can start at the interview when the student and 

workplace supervisor meet for the first time. The findings also suggest that while the 

student intern’s ability to connect with the workplace supervisor on a personal level is a 

key to building strong relationships and represents a strength of the dyadic nature between 

the two parties, it also depends on how interested that student is in building the 

relationship, that is, ‘some interns are more giving and outgoing’. For example, choosing 

an intern at interview who may not be suitable for the internship can cause difficulties 

later in terms of having an impact on the relationship. Further, some workplace 

supervisors commented that once the internship commenced ‘there was no connection’ 

with their student intern thereby negatively affecting any relationship building, and the 

challenges created by this can cause disruption to employees within the team. This finding 
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suggests that limitations exist within these relationships when applied to LMX theory in 

terms of incompatibility between the parties. In contrast, Path Goal Theory of Leader 

Effectiveness (PGT) (House, 1971) is concerned with the relationship being more about 

the workplace supervisors setting achievable goals for the student interns, and providing 

the support, guidance and feedback necessary for the intern to achieve those goals. Some 

of the workplace supervisors said that they had not developed stronger relationships with 

one or more interns, with one explanation being, ‘I’m very conscious to have no 

favourites. Everyone is equal’. Using PGT, the findings suggest that those workplace 

supervisors and student interns who may not have similar likes and dislikes, are not 

necessarily prevented from developing good working relationships and completing their 

internships successfully. The dyadic nature of such relationships when applied to PGT 

can be considered a strength because workplace supervisors whose leadership style is 

aligned with PGT tend to keep the relationship professional and are likely committed to 

ensuring the success of the internship. 

From most of the student interns’ perspectives, the relationships were supportive, 

and they experienced positive professional relationships. Students explained that their 

relationships developed positively because their workplace supervisors were ‘warm and 

welcoming’ and that they were made to feel ‘appreciated and valued’. However, not all 

workplace supervisors and business student interns developed relationships. For example, 

there was evidence of a disconnect between how one student intern perceived the 

relationship and in comparison, how her workplace supervisor perceived the relationship. 

The student intern explained that, ‘we only really talked when we caught up about the 

internship’ which was quite different from the description of the relationship as perceived 

by her workplace supervisor who said, ‘you kind of do get to know them on a personal 

level’. Even so, the student intern was able to identify that her employability had been 

enhanced because by the end of the internship she could use and apply a complex concept 

that she could not do prior to the internship, suggesting that her workplace supervisor 

may have been oriented toward the PGT style of leadership. For this student intern, the 

outcome suggests that while the dyadic nature of the relationship appeared to be a 

limitation, the outcome in terms of enhanced employability was positive. 

The research also suggests that student interns who perceived by their workplace 

supervisor to be are more giving of themselves and outgoing, may be better matched to 

workplace supervisors oriented toward a LMX (Liden et al., 1997) style of leadership. 
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However, those less interested in building relationships, and/or having less outgoing 

personalities that enable a connection with their workplace supervisors, may be better 

matched to a workplace supervisor more oriented towards a PGT (House, 1971) style of 

leadership.  

This finding has an implication for practice because it suggests that the actual 

behaviour between the workplace supervisors and business student interns is a key 

predictor to the quality of the relationship. This finding supports previous research by 

Nahrgang et al. (2009) discussed earlier, who formed a simulated organisational context 

using 69 MBA students as leaders and 330 undergraduates as team members and found 

that the actual behaviour between the leader and the member was a key predictor to the 

quality of the relationship. Therefore, not only is it important for universities to nurture 

strong relationships with workplace supervisors who demonstrate altruistic behaviours 

towards their student interns, but also, a key message from these findings is that 

universities must be vigilant when matching their student interns to workplace 

supervisors to optimise relationship building. To achieve the best outcomes from an 

internship experience for each student, it is important that universities place student 

interns with appropriate workplace supervisors who are willing to offer student interns 

support, time and other assistance. Additionally, it is important that universities place 

student interns with workplace supervisors whose leadership style (that is, either LMX or 

PGT style) is suited to the student intern. The process by which student interns achieved 

enhanced employability is discussed next.  

5.3 Business Student Interns Achieving Enhanced Employability 

Another major finding of this research is the process by which the business student 

interns developed and achieved enhanced employability. From the workplace 

supervisors’ perspectives, enhanced employability was achieved by engaging student 

interns in ‘real projects’, and providing opportunities to develop ‘project management 

skills’, ‘enhance communication skills’ and ‘build relationships’. This finding supports 

past literature that giving students new experiences that require them to learn new skills 

and stretching them beyond their previous learning communicates to the student interns 

that they are capable and valuable (Dixon et al., 2005). Some workplace supervisors also 

acted as referees for their business student interns’ job applications, which additionally 

demonstrates the strength of the relationship developed between intern and supervisor.  
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From the student interns’ collective perspectives, they attributed their enhanced 

employability to the internships experience, and importantly, to their workplace 

supervisors. Students enhanced their graduate employability in the business internships 

because their  workplace supervisors provided ‘practice in the workplace’, gave ‘valuable 

feedback and reinforcement’, ‘career advice’, and ‘interview tips and tricks’, taught 

‘real-life skills’, ‘analytical skills’, ‘project management skills’, ‘research skills’, 

‘technical skills’ and ‘how to better interact with people professionally’, presented 

opportunities to ‘develop relationships’, assisted to develop ‘confidence in the 

workplace’, ‘developed [the student intern] along the way’, and assisted the student intern 

to ‘adjust to a nicer and more employable version of me’. Importantly, past research has 

demonstrated that employers view many of these accomplishments as critical when 

recruiting graduates (AWPA, 2013a; Edwards et al., 2015; Matthews et al., 2016). In 

other words, past research supports the interns’ perspectives that they are likely more 

employable as a result of their internship experiences. 

Another outcome of the internships was that workplace supervisors agreed that 

their student interns met the key selection criteria necessary used by those supervisors 

when employing graduates from their field. Indeed, it was the view of both cohort 

participants that the student interns satisfied the nominated key selection criterion for 

graduate employment in their respective fields of study. This suggests that student interns 

have benefited strongly from the internship experience, enhanced their employability and 

are better placed to achieve a successful job application outcome since completing their 

internships, compared to before their internships. This finding is strengthened by the fact 

that some of the student interns gained employment as a direct result of their internship 

either with their host organisation or their host organisation’s network member.  

The employment of these student interns may also be attributed as a key outcome 

from the relationships built with their workplace supervisors. Interestingly there was no 

standout commonality within the dyads of the relationships or the industries that hosted 

the internships. Of those that gained employment, three student interns were female with 

female workplace supervisors, two student interns were male with female workplace 

supervisors, and the sixth was a female student intern with a male workplace supervisor. 

It is to be expected that females would feature more so than males because of the 24 

student interns that participated in the research, 15 were females. Of the 20 workplace 

supervisors that participated in the research, 14 were females. Further, the industries that 
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hosted the internships varied across a range of businesses that included; energy and 

mining, airports, franchising, freight forwarding (logistics), accounting, and local 

government. This finding is based on the number of participants and in no way suggests 

that this is a generalisable finding.  

Additionally, this employment finding demonstrates the strength of the 

relationships between some dyads and notably supports Meeker’s (1971) argument that 

two rules, in this case, altruism and group gain, can function at the same time. That is, 

workplace supervisors maximised the benefits of the exchange for the business student 

interns with two results being that some organisations gained a new graduate staff 

member well prepared and ready to join their team, and the student intern gained 

employment. However, this finding also contradicts Hughes’ (2004) research that 

examined how supervisors influence workplace learning in the public sector. Hughes 

(2004) found that supervisors can motivate and shape learning projects, but employees 

must look for support and facilitation elsewhere. The workplace supervisors in this study 

motivated and shaped learning projects and activities and provided support and 

facilitation to their business student interns. In a further contradiction of Hughes (2005) 

research, it emerged that student interns benefit the organisation as their presence creates 

a learning culture within the organisation. This finding suggests that the altruistic 

behaviour of the workplace supervisors also benefited staff learning with a potential 

outcome of new skills and improved knowledge for staff members leading to a more 

competitive organisation. 

A key message from these findings which is an implication for practice, is that it 

is important to match the student intern with the correct internship opportunity, so the 

student intern can benefit from the knowledge and skills gained from university, apply 

them in the workplace and at the same time learn more from experts in their field. 

Supporting this key message, Setton et al. (1996) proposed that the positive nature of the 

relationship between workplace supervisors and student interns results in desired 

workplace behaviours, strengthening the suggestion that universities must be vigilant 

when matching their student interns to workplace supervisors.  

5.4 Students Investing in Their Employability 

Many workplace supervisors were of the view that work experience is very 

important when recruiting graduates. This research found that business student interns 
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were very aware that work experience is really important to their employability and that 

internships would provide them with the opportunity to gain work experience. Also, 

internships would give them the opportunity to learn a bit more about the industry they 

were hoping to work in. Most workplace supervisors and student interns were also of the 

view that each individual is responsible for his/her labour market value. Additionally, in 

terms of key selection criteria for graduate employability, students placed more relevance 

on their academic grades achieved than did the workplace supervisors. This was 

particularly noticeable from the responses of both participant cohorts to the question, 

‘What does employability mean to you?’ The individual responses from each cohort were 

merged to form an overall meaning of employability for each of the workplace 

supervisors’ cohort’s perspective and business student interns’ cohort’s perspective. 

While the separate meanings were very similar there was one significant contrast. That 

contrast was that student interns placed importance on achieving good grades, as 

identified in their collective meaning of employability that read in part, ‘such assets 

include… strong academic qualifications’. However, the word ‘qualifications’ was 

notably absent from the collective meaning of employability given by the workplace 

supervisors. One reason that student interns in this research placed importance on 

achieving good grades may be that they had to have achieved above average grades for 

selection in order to participate in the internship program. Also, it is understandable for 

students to be focussed on their grades while still studying, and to therefore consider such 

grades to be their key self-marketing asset in the employment market. 

In Australia, research found that graduate employers ranked work experience in 

the top 10 most important key selection criteria when recruiting graduates (Matthews et 

al., 2016). Research from this thesis also suggests that students are conscious that 

employers expect employees to be responsible for their own career development, which 

supports previous research by (Hillage & Pollard, 1998). Their future prosperity relies on 

their own capacity to take initiative, continuously update and improve their knowledge 

and skills, and be flexible and adaptable (Chertkovskaya et al., 2013). The decision by 

students to commence university and later participate in an internship program aligns with 

Human Capital Theory (HCT) (Schultz, 1961), which asserts that individuals who invest 

in themselves may gain increased opportunities in the labour market (Barach, 2015). 

However, the meaning of employability from the workplace supervisors’ perspectives 

aligns with the literature that suggests that academic qualifications are not the main focus 
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of employers when recruiting (Clarke, 2008; R. Hogan et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2012). 

Today, as well as work experience, employers seek an assortment of qualities and other 

achievements from potential employees (Tomlinson, 2012). This finding also supports 

the argument that, for some, the financial benefits of a university degree have been eroded 

due to the massification of HE (Tomlinson, 2012). 

This work experience finding contributes to knowledge about the value of 

internships to university business students. The finding suggests that internships are 

linked to HCT (Schultz, 1961), labour market value and ultimately employability as they 

provide important work experience which is desired by potential employers. Further, it 

suggests that the student interns in this research are actively invested in enhancing their 

employability. They appeared to be of the view that their university degree, good 

academic qualifications, and completion of the internship program, that would provide 

them with the desired work experience considered by employers as a key selection 

criterion when recruiting, would lead to labour market rewards, and for many it did. 

Several of the student interns had gained full-time employment aligned to their degree of 

study at the time the research for this thesis was conducted. However, a small majority 

had not been successful in achieving that outcome, despite there being strong evidence 

that all students had enhanced their employability, which they had collectively, and 

importantly, attributed to their workplace supervisors. Instead, most were underemployed 

either in terms of casual or part-time employment in their desired career (Healy, 2015; 

Wilkins & Wooden, 2014), or working in a job not requiring a university degree (Okay-

Somerville & Scholatios, 2014). This supports the literature that for some graduates, 

finding full-time graduate employment can take time (Social Research Centre, 2017). 

This finding also has implications for practice because it could provide mixed 

messages to university business students. As mentioned earlier, the word ‘qualifications’ 

was notably absent from the collective meaning of employability given by the workplace 

supervisors. The research found that a relevant qualification was considered by employers 

to be a key selection criterion, but not all workplace supervisors were concerned about 

graduates having good academic grades. This may suggest that employers are less 

interested in grades, which may lead students to be less engaged in their university studies 

and more focused on gaining work experience. However, as was the case with the 

internship program in this thesis, only students with a grade point average of 5.5 or higher 

on a 7-point scale could participate.  
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A key message from this finding is that if internships were compulsory for all 

business students prior to graduation, students would have equal opportunities to meet 

that desired selection criteria about work experience. Universities and employers 

therefore need to encourage students to engage strongly with their studies, which in turn 

may result in deeper knowledge of the students’ fields of study, and perhaps lead to 

stronger employability outcomes and career success. Therefore, universities and business 

leaders should collaborate more closely and provide a unified message and approach to 

Higher Education teaching and learning. 

Finally, the meaning of employability as proposed collectively by workplace 

supervisors and business student interns, and the findings that relate to students investing 

in themselves to enhance their employment profiles and credentials, do not appear to 

match closely to any of the definitions of employability given in Section 2.3.2. Other 

requirements for employability have emerged as a result of this research. They include 

the ability to manage and balance multiple and competing priorities (workplace 

supervisors), having strong academic qualifications relevant to the profession, and prior 

work experience, either paid or unpaid (business student interns). This finding supports 

past literature that arriving at a working definition of employability is a much more 

complex process than assigning a straightforward dictionary definition (McQuaid & 

Lindsay, 2005). 

5.5 Student Interns Building Networks  

This research found that the opportunity for student interns to build networks 

could be attributed to two areas. Firstly, student interns who worked on projects outside 

their work teams, and those who participated in department meetings, were presented 

with greater networking opportunities than those who did not. Secondly, both participant 

cohorts agreed that networking abilities come down to the type of person the student 

intern is because, some are extremely good at networking, and others are not. Prior 

research has found that a benefit of an internship is the opportunity for student interns to 

build networks (AWPA, 2013a).  

This networking finding therefore has an implication for practice. A key message 

from these findings is that universities need to consider how best to ensure that student 

interns receive equal benefits in the internship experience. This could commence to be 

achieved by embedding networking activities in the degree program to assist students to 
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gain the skills, knowledge and confidence needed to approach others and commence 

conversations in the world of work.  

5.6 Assessing Student Interns’ Employability 

Another finding from this research that contributes to knowledge and practice is 

that the Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013, p. 12) as presented 

in Chapter 2 in Figure 2.2, is suitable to use as an assessment tool for workplace 

supervisors to assess the employability of student interns. Workplace supervisors’ 

responses to the question, ‘Tell me about the interns you have supervised’, were mapped 

to the Determinants of Employability model. The words and phrases used to describe the 

student interns matched the three components of the model. That is, the responses from 

the workplace supervisors in this research support the argument by R. Hogan et al. (2013) 

that the determinants of employability are having the interpersonal skills, abilities, 

expertise and know-how, along with ambition, work ethic and drive that makes the 

individual a good fit with the organisation because the individual is rewarding to deal 

with, has the ability to do the job, and a willingness to work hard.  

The process by which this finding contributes to knowledge and to practice 

commences with workplace supervisors as the most important persons in the internship 

partnership who assist student interns to perform employability skills (Jackson, 2015b). 

Workplace supervisors often contribute to the assessment of student interns’ 

employability (Bilsland et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2012). However, workplace supervisors 

have called for a better understanding of their role in the internship program and the 

universities’ expectations of them (Daugherty, 2011). This research has demonstrated that 

the Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) offers a suitable 

assessment tool for workplace supervisors to use when assessing student interns’ 

employability towards the end of the internship.  

It could be worthwhile for universities to utilise this model as a formal assessment 

tool for workplace supervisors who contribute to the assessment of student interns. In 

doing so, workplace supervisors would have a suitable tool with which to guide their 

assessment of student interns. Further, universities would, a) commence to effectively 

answer the call from workplace supervisors about the universities’ expectations of them, 

and b) be better informed regarding the employability of their students as they move 

towards graduation. 
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5.7 Role of the Workplace Supervisor 

Another finding from this research is that the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe 

et al., 2012) in Chapter 2 Table 2.9 provided clarity to the depth and breadth of 

understanding of the workplace supervisor role, and allowed for an understanding of the 

key actions workplace supervisors take to maximise internship experiences for student 

interns. Collectively, the workplace supervisors reported that they conducted a total 

number of 72 activities across roles that related to support, education, 

administration/manager and guardian roles. This may explain why ‘time’ was the most 

frequent response to things workplace supervisors consider when deciding on taking on 

the role, and why time is also the greatest challenge or barrier to taking on the role. 

Further, as earlier mentioned in the thesis, this research commenced with the presumption 

that workplace supervisors were also mentors of student interns. This finding suggests 

that despite student interns having a close-up view of the workplace supervisor 

undertaking their role, student interns lacked understanding about the totality and 

complexity of the workplace supervisor role, even though most student interns identified 

time as a challenge or barrier to taking on the workplace supervisor role.  

The literature supports the view that workplace supervisors are important to 

organisations because they act as the interface between the organisation and the 

employees (Macneil, 2001). A workplace supervisor is someone in the workplace who 

will support team members (including student interns) when problematic matters arise 

(Huusko, 2006), for example, understanding what is going on in an intern’s world. The 

value-added of the workplace supervisor to student workplace learning is enhanced by 

prior research that found that preparing students for employment may arguably, in some 

universities, fall to the workplace supervisor (Jackson, 2015b). In other words, workplace 

supervisors are fundamental contributors to a culture of providing learning and support 

that values work as learning (J. Smith & Smith, 2010). However, workplace supervisors 

cannot be expected to take on such a role if they have not been provided with sufficient 

support and professional development (Rowe et al., 2012). Universities need to carefully 

and consciously build relationships with host organisations and prepare workplace 

supervisors well in readiness for the internship experience (Peach et al., 2014). 

This workplace supervisor finding has an implication for practice because the 

workplace supervisor role, while fundamental to the success of an internship program, 
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sits outside of the university setting, is unpaid by the university, and mostly receives 

limited, minimal or no support from the host organisation. Universities need to look for 

ways to acknowledge the contributions of the workplace supervisors to student workplace 

learning, and to provide student interns with a greater appreciation for the workplace 

supervisors’ roles prior to them commencing the internship program. One suggestion is 

for universities to present framed Certificates of Appreciation to the workplace 

supervisors that have been signed by the Pro-Vice Chancellor, accompanied by letters to 

the organisation’s CEO or Board expressing appreciation and gratitude to the staff taking 

on the workplace supervisor role. Further, to support workplace supervisors in their roles, 

Universities should consider the support mechanisms described by Trede, Sutton and 

Maxwell (2016) that provides clear induction processes and provides workplace 

supervisors with the tools and strategies required to undertake the role and engage with 

the university. Additionally, the Analysis and Reflection Tool should be disseminated to 

all student interns prior to them commencing their internships, so they are more aware of 

the totality and complexity of the workplace supervisor role. The next section discusses 

the skills needed to undertake the role of workplace supervisor to business student interns.  

5.8 Skills of the Workplace Supervisor 

A key finding from this research is that internship workplace supervisors require 

additional skills beyond those of a supervisor to employees. In responding to the question, 

‘What skills does a person have to have to be a workplace supervisor working with an 

intern?’, workplace supervisors reported that the skills required are different to what the 

literature suggests are key skills required to be a supervisor to workplace employees. 

Table 5.1 below compares the findings of this research to that of previous research. 

Workplace supervisors’ views in this research supported the literature that 

leadership skills are important (Kaiser & Overfield, 2010) along with communication 

(Babin & Boles, 1996; Lambert & Hogan, 2009) and interpersonal skills (Davidson et al., 

2009; Spitzberg & Cupach, 2011) as subskills. However, workplace supervisors also 

added people management skills as an additional subset under leadership skills for 

supervising a student intern. People management skills were not considered key skills 

from the literature. In responding to the skills question, workplace supervisors in this 

research reported interpersonal skills as being important and people management skills 

as being important. It is important to note that as the research approach taken for this 
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thesis was of an interpretivist nature the two skills were reported as separate responses. 

The workplace supervisors’ views also supported the literature that time management 

skills are necessary (Davidson et al., 2009) and they suggested that organisational skills 

are important, however this skill was not among those considered key skills from the 

literature (Davidson et al., 2009).  

Additionally, there were two other interesting outcomes to note. Firstly, 

workplace supervisors did not specifically nominate technical skills as a key skill required 

to supervisor student interns. However, Table 4.3 from the Findings Chapter depicts that 

many activities could be mapped to the Education sub-role - Teacher of technical skills 

and other professional/generic skills. Therefore, technical skills were included as a skill 

needed to effectively supervise student interns in the workplace as argued by Davidson 

et al. (2009) and Robles (2012) for supervisors of employees. Secondly, the word coach 

was mentioned by workplace supervisors and it was noted that the terms ‘enabler’ and 

‘coach’ can be used interchangeably with the word ‘facilitator’ (Field & Ford, 1995; 

Huusko, 2006; Lowe, 1992; Macneil, 2001; Webb, 2003) (see section 2.6.2.3).  

An analysis of the role as proposed by the workplace supervisors and mapped to 

the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012 pp. 130-134) as per Table 4.3 in the 

findings chapter, shows that: 1) facilitation and coaching are nominated as a part of the 

role and mapped to the manager of student experience sub-role under the 

administration/manager role; 2) numerous activities nominated sit under the sub-role 

relationship building/maintenance, which sits in the administrator/manager role; 3) the 

activities of taking time to understand, and taking time to get to know the intern, are 

mapped to counsellor/pastoral care under the supporter role. These activities suggest that 

workplace supervisors need active listening skills; 4) the activity be questioning that 

suggests workplace supervisors need accomplished questioning techniques is mapped to 

the evaluator/feedback sub role under education role; and 5) the activities of ensure intern 

understands what their tasks are for the day, and manage student expectations, suggest 

workplace supervisors need to manage information effectively. This activity can also be 

mapped to the manager of student experience sub-role under the administration/manager 

role that includes facilitation to connect intern with key staff they will work with and 

coaching the intern to understand the scope of the project work. Consequently, as the 

workplace supervisor activities can be mapped back to facilitator skills, this research 

found that workplace supervisors do require facilitator skills to conduct their roles with 
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business student interns. Further, student interns reported that workplace supervisors ‘had 

a lot of knowledge’ and were happy to share that knowledge with them. The literature 

suggests that supervisors who also act as facilitators encourage knowledge-sharing across 

their teams (Macneil, 2001).  

Workplace supervisors also reported that patience and understanding are 

important attributes needed to complement the skills they deem important. Table 5.1 

below shows the comparison between the findings from the collective views of workplace 

supervisors in this research and the literature on key skills of supervising employees in 

an organisation, detailed in section 2.6.2.3. 

Table 5-1 

Comparison of skills to supervise workplace employees and business student interns 

Skills to supervise workplace employees  

PAST LITERATURE 

Skills to supervisor business student interns  

THIS RESEARCH 

Leadership skills 

a) Interpersonal skills 

b) Communication skills 

Leadership skills 

a) Interpersonal skills 

b) Communication skills 

c) People management skills 

Facilitator skills 

a) Diagnostic and analytical skills 

b) Decision making skills 

Facilitator skills 

Technical skills Technical skills 

Conceptual skills X 

Time management skills Time management skills 

X Organisational skills 

X Complementary attributes 

a) patience 

b) understanding 

Note: 1) X means that the skill or attribute was not viewed as important and 

therefore not included under the heading. 2) Words in bold mean this is a new finding. 

Therefore, this research found that there are extra skills that, if workplace 

supervisors possess them, will help them be more effective in their roles. These extra 

skills are people management skills and organisational skills complemented by the 

attributes of patience and understanding. Therefore, this research found that skills to be a 
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workplace supervisor for business student interns are extended beyond past research 

about employee supervision. This research extends previous research by adding the 

following three sets of skills: people management skills, organisational skills, and 

complementary attributes of patience and understanding. That is, the overall skills 

required to be an effective workplace supervisor for business student interns are presented 

below, with the new skills (in bold) found in this research to assist in the effectiveness of 

being a workplace supervisor compared to a supervisor of employees in an organisation. 

1) Leadership skills 

a) Interpersonal skills 

b) Communication skills 

c) People management skills 

2) Facilitator skills 

3) Time management skills 

4) Organisational skills 

5) Complementary attributes 

a) Patience 

b) Understanding 

This finding has additional implications for practice because past research 

suggests that finding suitable workplace supervisors is a challenge (Jackson, 2015a). A 

previous key message from the findings is that universities must be vigilant when 

matching their student interns to workplace supervisors. Effective workplace supervisors 

are those with altruistic motivations to participate, who give time and respect, the context 

of their experiences, and treat the student interns as members of the team. Effective 

workplace supervisors also have leadership styles suited to the student interns. The 

finding that there are extra skills sought in workplace supervisors in order for them to be 

most effective in their role adds to the complexity and challenge of finding suitable 

workplace supervisors. This highlights the importance of universities building and 

nurturing strong relationships with workplace supervisors who meet the requirements. 

The finding also implies the possibility of more clearly identifying to all stakeholders 

what the key skills are for an effective workplace supervisor.  
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5.9 Meeker’s Rules 

Applying Meeker’s (1971) rules to this research was mostly supported but not in 

all cases. The research found that across the participants, all six rules applied but not all 

rules applied to all participants and not all rules applied equally. Typically, of the six 

rules, reciprocity, altruism, group gain, and rationality were prominent. Less prominent 

were competition and status consistency as discussed below. 

5.9.1 Reciprocity 

There was a disconnect between what the student interns perceived the social 

exchange they experienced with their workplace supervisors to be, and what the 

workplace supervisors perceived the social exchange with the student interns to be. 

Collectively, the student interns had various views as to why their workplace supervisors 

participated in the internship program. Some student interns suggested that workplace 

supervisors participated to develop themselves professionally because supervising 

student interns ‘would look very good’ on their resumes and having someone to supervise 

will train them to ‘manage people’. Other student interns identified that their workplace 

supervisors ‘had a lot of knowledge’ that they were willing to share with the student 

interns, and that the role of workplace supervisors allowed them to ‘teach the skills that 

they have to someone new’. Others suggested that the exchange created ‘a win/win’ for 

the workplace supervisor, or for the organisation along with the student intern. While the 

student interns were correct about the workplace supervisors’ motivations being of a 

reciprocal nature in some respects, which supports past literature (Patrick et al., 2009; P. 

Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 2012), the workplace supervisors were more strongly 

motivated by altruistic reasons as discussed next.  

5.9.2 Altruism 

Meeker’s (1971) rules were used to extend knowledge and understanding of 

workplace supervisor participation in internship programs. The workplace supervisors 

experienced the internship differently to the student interns. As already mentioned, past 

literature suggested participation in an internship program is based on reciprocity (Patrick 

et al., 2009; P. Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 2012), however that more closely 

explains the relationship between the university, student and host organisation. In this 

research, the workplace supervisors’ participation in the internship program was altruistic 

because their motivation was to help to shape the future of the interns by giving them real 
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work experience, teaching and showing them new things and helping to shape their 

careers. The student interns’ motivation was to enhance their employability. Past 

literature suggested that altruistic behaviour can be explained as a ‘small cost to the giver 

and great benefit to the taker’ (Trivers, 1971, p. 45). Meeker (1971) suggested that the 

altruistic behaviour of the workplace supervisors maximised benefits to the student 

interns in a selfless act. The research suggests it was not an entirely selfless act on the 

part of the workplace supervisors because they did gain some benefit in the form of 

intrinsic rewards. However, there was some cost to the workplace supervisors, which was 

time and lack of support from their organisation. Therefore, in the context of business 

internships, workplace supervisors who exhibit altruistic behaviours may also gain some 

benefits in the form of intrinsic rewards from the exchange relationship with the student 

intern.  

5.9.3 Group Gain 

In the context of internships this research contributes to the knowledge of 

Meeker’s (1971) rules because it found that group gain can extend beyond the two-party 

interpersonal exchange of the workplace supervisor and student interns. Students who 

came in as interns and perhaps were later sourced as future employees of the host 

organisations provided support and other benefits not just to their workplace supervisor, 

but also to the wider teams and/or organisations. Student interns reduced the workload of 

others in the teams, they taught staff new ways of doing things, they completed projects 

for the organisations that may otherwise not have been completed, and they created a 

learning culture within the organisation. Patrick et al. (2009) argued that benefits such as 

these indicate that participation in WIL, or in this case internships, is mostly of a 

reciprocal nature. This argument and the finding that group gain extends beyond two-

parties supports Meeker (1971) in that two or more rules can apply at the same time.  

Ruhanen et al. (2012) found that gain from the exchanges between the workplace 

supervisors and the student interns in the internship program they researched extended to 

the wider community who collectively shared in the benefits of the exchange. That 

exemplified group gain extending beyond the two-party exchange in an internship 

program. Additionally, in this research, workplace supervisors suggested that there was a 

need to ‘entice the grads back’, demonstrating that student interns can bring benefits to 

the wider profession. Supporting this, PhillipsKPA (2014) found that the exchange 
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between the workplace and student interns contributed to the future development of the 

industry or profession, another example of group gain extending beyond a two-party 

exchange.  

5.9.3.1 Co-supportive relationships amongst business student interns 

Another finding of this research relating to group gain was the notion of co-

supportiveness among student interns when multiple interns were in the same workplace 

together. Rather than observing competition, workplace supervisors described the 

opposite and reported student interns’ support of one another as helpful and supportive. 

Student interns explained that they were ‘all really supportive of each other’, and ‘found 

each other more like a support network’. This is another example of how an internship 

can extend beyond the two-party exchange of the workplace supervisors and student 

interns. In this example, the behaviour of the interns benefited one another. 

5.9.4 Rationality 

Across the six rules, rationality plays the central role because decisions are based 

on the rewards expected from the giver (Meeker, 1971), and in this research the givers 

were the workplace supervisors. Workplace supervisors reported that when deciding to 

take on the role, time was their main consideration, followed by having a project that was 

both of value to the business and meaningful to the student, and the student’s fit to the 

organisation, team and project. The responses about time align with past literature that 

suggested that along with insufficient resources, it is the high supervision time 

requirements that pose barriers for organisations to participate in internships programs 

(PhillipsKPA, 2014; Rowe et al., 2012).  

This research also found that when responding to the question about what 

motivated them to take on the role, the themes that emerged from the workplace 

supervisors’ responses linked back to altruism (maximising value for the other party), 

reciprocity (giving back or helping someone), and group gain (sharing the benefits 

collectively). Workplace supervisors’ responses did not suggest they were motivated by 

status consistency (benefiting from being the higher status in the relationship) in terms of 

maximising the benefits to themselves as the higher status in the relationship, or 

competition (maximising the benefit of the internship for themselves). Students interns 

reported that they received high level gains from their workplace supervisors that 

enhanced their employability. In contrast, past literature suggested that some 
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organisations provide students with low skilled tasks that are not valuable or meaningful 

experiences for the student, and only beneficial in the short-term to the workplace 

(AWPA, 2014). This finding extends knowledge of Meeker’s (1971) rule of rationality in 

the context of business internships. Universities are best placed to seek out workplace 

supervisors whose motivations to participate in the role link to reciprocity, altruism and 

group gain because these people are most likely to provide students with a successful 

internship experience. 

It was also interesting to note that when asked about what motivated them to take 

on the role, only a few workplace supervisors’ responses linked to group gain. That is, 

those workplace supervisors were motivated to find quality people to either join their 

work team or to work in their sector. However, when asked to describe the benefit to the 

organisation of having a student intern in the workplace, nearly half the workplace 

supervisors responded that there was potential for the student intern to become a future 

employee. One reason for the disparity in responses may be that the question about 

motivation was directed personally at the workplace supervisors whose rationales for 

taking on the role were aligned with altruism, then reciprocity, and to a lesser extent group 

gain. However, the question about benefits focused on the organisation as a whole. Past 

literature supports this research, and has found that organisations participate in internships 

because students may be sourced as future employees due to their displayed talent 

(Cannon & Arnold, 1998; Gault et al., 2010; Jackson et al., 2015; Johari & Bradshaw, 

2008; McIlveen et al., 2008).  

5.9.5 Competition 

As mentioned earlier, competition was not linked to rationality in the decision 

making of workplace supervisors to take on a business student intern. However, 

competition was observed at a minimal level in the workplace by the workplace 

supervisors in relation to their staff and the student interns. It was reported that ‘other 

senior in age individuals [at the workplace] might feel a little bit, perhaps threatened by 

the younger students’, and that older workers ‘think you’re just going to replace them 

with a younger person…it does freak them out a little bit [having student interns in the 

workplace]’. The reports from the workplace supervisors about the student interns’ 

behaviour in the workplace, and the reports from students interns about their own and 

other student interns’ behaviour in the workplace mostly supported research conducted 
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by Mudrack et al. (2012). That is, any competition between student interns and 

organisation staff in the workplace came from a personal development perspective that 

considers competition as a pathway to self-discovery and self-improvement, in contrast 

to hyper competitiveness in which winning is crucially important.  

5.9.6 Status consistency and altruism 

In an internship relationship, there is evidence of conflict between Meeker’s 

(1971) rules of status consistency and altruism. This research found that there was 

minimal evidence to support Meeker’s (1971) rule of status consistency either from the 

workplace supervisors’ perspectives or the business student interns’ perspectives. In an 

internship relationship, the workplace supervisor has a higher status in the workplace than 

does the business student intern. Meeker (1971) suggested that the rule of status 

consistency assigns maximum value to the person who has a higher status within the 

exchange. Therefore, if this rule applied, the workplace supervisor would gain the 

maximum value from participating in the internship. Findings from this research did not 

support that. In contrast, this research found that when applying the rule of altruism, 

maximum value is assigned to the other party. In this case, the workplace supervisor 

maximised the benefit to the student interns, although they did gain some benefit in the 

form of intrinsic rewards, as already discussed and as a major finding from this research. 

Meeker (1971) suggested that guiding rules do not necessarily function independently, 

two or more rules can function at the same time. However, in the context of outcomes 

from a business internship exchange, in this research status consistency and altruism did 

not function at the same time, nor could they. This is because the purpose of an internship 

program is to benefit or enhance student employability and in the internship relationship, 

the workplace supervisor will most likely always have the higher status.  

To summarise the overall discussion thus far in relation to Meeker’s (1971) six 

rules, the rules were used to support the SET theoretical framework to allow the 

researcher to understand: the participants’ motivations for participating in an internship 

program, what things workplace supervisors considered prior to entering the relationship, 

the behaviour of the workplace supervisors and business student interns towards each 

other, and the rewards or negative value such behaviours bring to the workplace 

supervisor/business student intern relationship. The purpose of an internship is to enhance 

graduate employability. Meeker’s (1971) rules were found to be valuable to deeply and 
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broadly understand the motivations, considerations and behaviours of the workplace 

supervisors and business student interns in the relationships. In this research, they 

provided context around how motivations, considerations and behaviours enhanced the 

student interns’ graduate employability. In most cases, Meeker’s (1971) rules applied, but 

not in all cases, suggesting that context may have some bearing on the findings and that 

further research is needed. 

Student interns suggested that workplace supervisors’ motivations for taking on 

the role were of a reciprocal nature, which aligns with past literature (Patrick et al., 2009; 

P. Rose et al., 2014). In contrast, workplace supervisors reported that their motivations 

were altruistic. However, while altruism maximises the benefits of an exchange to the 

other party, the workplace supervisors enjoyed helping to shape the future of the student 

interns and therefore they gained some benefit from the exchange in the form of intrinsic 

rewards. Workplace supervisors were also motivated by reciprocity and group gain but 

not by status consistency or competition. Further, the rule of group gain can extend 

beyond the two-party interpersonal exchange of the workplace supervisor and business 

student intern, with benefits being shared across work teams, the organisations, the 

profession (PhillipsKPA, 2014), and the wider community (Ruhanen et al., 2012).   

The rule of rationality is central to all other rules because decisions are based on 

the rewards expected from the giver in relation to the cost of giving (Meeker, 1971). In 

this research, the giver was the workplace supervisor and the cost was mostly time. 

Competition between the workplace supervisors and business student interns was not 

reported, however it was observed at a minimum level between some older staff of the 

host organisation and student interns. Competition from the student interns in this context 

may be explained from a personal development perspective that considers competition as 

a pathway to self-discovery and self-improvement. Finally, in a business internship, 

conflict exists between the rules of status consistency and altruism. The purpose of an 

internship program is to benefit or enhance student employability. That is, the benefit is 

maximised by the workplace supervisor for the student intern, however, in the internship 

relationship the workplace supervisor will most likely always have the higher status. 

Meeker’s (1971) rules have shown to be worthwhile to examine the understanding 

of relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns. In this 

research, some of the rules were supported and some were not. Therefore, further research 
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is necessary to justify the use of Meeker’s (1971) rules in the context of internships and 

how relationships are developed to enhance graduate employability.  

5.10 Addressing the Research Questions 

This section explains the findings in direct relation to the main research question: 

How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns 

enhance the interns’ graduate employability? and the two sub-research questions (SRQ). 

The research found that there are numerous key elements involved in the process of 

building professional relationships between the workplace supervisors and business 

student interns for the purpose of enhancing the student interns’ graduate employability. 

In response to the main research question, the study found that the altruistic behaviours 

demonstrated by workplace supervisors towards their business student interns, 

complemented by workplace supervisors’ understanding and patience in the process, was 

the overarching reason strong professional relationships developed which lead to those 

student interns experiencing a successful internship which, in turn, enhanced their 

employability. In line with altruism, workplace supervisors maximised the benefits of the 

exchange for business student interns.  

In response to SRQ1: In what ways do building these relationships maximise 

internship experiences for student interns?, the study found that giving student interns 

time and respect, the context around workplace supervisors’ experiences, and making the 

student interns feel they are a part of the team all maximised the internship experiences 

for the student interns, while at the same time, these gestures by the workplace supervisors 

also supported building strong relationships. The study also found that matching student 

interns to a workplace supervisor whose leadership style complements the student interns’ 

personality in terms of likes, dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors, 

can also maximise the internship experience for both parties, and support building strong 

relationships between them. For example, student interns who are more giving and 

outgoing may be better matched to workplace supervisors oriented toward LMX (Liden 

et al., 1997) style, while those less interested in building relationships, and/or have a less 

outgoing personality that enables a connection with their workplace supervisor, may be 

better matched to a workplace supervisor more oriented towards PGT (House, 1971) 

style.  
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In answer to SRQ2: What in a business internship enhances graduate 

employability? student interns collectively attributed their enhanced employability in 

readiness for graduation, to the internships, and importantly to their workplace 

supervisors. The study found that the positive nature of the relationships between the 

workplace supervisors and their business student interns not only maximised the 

internship experiences for the student interns, these relationships enabled them to achieve 

accomplishments in the form of a range of new skills and personal attributes considered 

by employers as critical when recruiting graduates. Further, the skills required to be a 

workplace supervisor to business student interns are different and more extensive than 

those required to be a supervisor to employees. Skills necessary to be a workplace 

supervisor (to business student interns) include: leadership skills including interpersonal 

skills, communication skills, and people management skills; facilitator skills; time 

management skills; organisational skills; and the complementary attributes of patience 

and understanding. If workplace supervisors possess all these skills, they will likely be 

more effective in their role which may not only maximise the internship experience for 

student interns, but they will also be better placed to support the student interns 

throughout their internship experience. Such support will assist to also enhance the 

student interns’ graduate employability. Additionally, enhanced employability depends 

somewhat on whether the workplace project is aligned to the student interns’ degree major 

and career focus so that the student intern can benefit from the knowledge and skills 

gained from university, apply them in the workplace, and at the same time learn more 

from experts in their field.  

5.11 Key Takeaways from the Research 

There are several key takeaways from this research. Reciprocity is an element of 

social exchange in an internship relationship, however this research found that it more 

closely explains the stakeholder relationship between the university, student and host 

organisation. Rather, once inside the workplace, it was the altruistic behaviour of the 

workplace supervisors towards their business students interns that developed and 

strengthened the relationships. 

Universities must be vigilant when matching their student interns to workplace 

supervisors. Effective workplace supervisors are those with altruistic motivations to 

participate, who give time and respect, the context of their experiences, and treat the 
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student interns as members of the team. Effective workplace supervisors also possess a 

set of key skills and have leadership styles suited to the student interns These are all 

important in building strong relationships between workplace supervisors and student 

interns. Further, the student interns’ personalities (Archer & Davidson, 2008; R. Hogan 

et al., 2013) in terms of likes, dislikes and compatibility with their workplace supervisors, 

played a key part in building strong relationships with their workplace supervisors as did 

the interest shown by the student in building the relationship. Additionally, it is important 

to match the student intern with the correct internship opportunity, so the student intern 

can benefit from the knowledge and skills gained from university, apply them in the 

workplace and at the same time learn more from experts in their field. 

Work experience is a key selection criterion for many graduate employers. If 

internships were compulsory for all business students prior to graduation, students would 

have equal opportunities to meet that desired selection criteria about work experience. 

Universities need to consider how best to ensure that student interns receive equal benefits 

in the internship experience. This could commence to be achieved by embedding 

networking activities in the degree program to assist students to gain the skills, knowledge 

and confidence needed to approach others and commence conversations in the world of 

work. 

The Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) was found to 

be suitable for universities to utilise as a formal assessment tool for workplace supervisors 

who contribute to the assessment of student interns. Student interns lacked understanding 

and appreciation about the totality and complexity of the workplace supervisor role. The 

Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012) was found to be very helpful to provide 

clarity to the depth and breadth of the workplace supervisor role. Finally, Meeker’s (1971) 

six rules are valuable to deeply and broadly understand the motivations, considerations 

and behaviours of the workplace supervisors and business student interns in the 

relationships. 

5.12 Summary 

This chapter has discussed the findings, their similarities and differences to past 

literature, and how the findings contribute to theory, to knowledge or to practice. 

Implications for practice were also identified. The discussion in this chapter commenced 

with the numerous key elements that are involved in the process of building professional 
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relationships between the workplace supervisors and business student interns for the 

purpose of enhancing the student interns’ graduate employability. These key elements 

include the altruistic behaviours of the workplace supervisors towards their business 

student interns, giving the student interns time, respect, context and including them as 

part of the team, as well as matching the student intern with a suitable workplace 

supervisor whose leadership style is suited to the student intern. Next, the process by 

which the business student interns developed and achieved enhanced employability was 

discussed, followed by a discussion on student investment in their employability which 

links internships to HCT (Schultz, 1961), labour market value and ultimately 

employability.  

Other discussion included the implications for universities about student interns 

building networks during the internship, the potential usefulness of using the 

Determinants of Employability model as an assessment tool for workplace supervisors 

and using the Analysis and Reflection Tool to bring an awareness to student interns about 

the totality and complexity of the workplace supervisor role. Next was a suggestion about 

how best to acknowledge workplace supervisors’ contributions to student learning. The 

additional skills required to be a workplace supervisor to business student interns as 

opposed to being a supervisor to employees were then revealed. Finally, the chapter 

discussed Meeker’s (1971) rules prior to addressing the main research question and two 

sub-research questions in terms of the findings.  

The next chapter will conclude the thesis. It will provide a summary of the 

findings and importantly highlight the eight key messages from the research and their 

implications for practice and identify contributions to theory and practice. It will also 

discuss the limitations of the research and suggest areas for future research.   
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

Workplace supervisors who participate in university internship programs are 

considered as vital contributors to workplace learning. The contributions are necessary 

because major changes to Higher Education (HE) in Australia over the past 30 years has 

seen a shift from university education, once perceived as being for the privileged, now 

perceived as a right. As a result, a significant increase in university graduates over the 

past 30 years has not been matched by the same increase in graduate jobs (Artess et al., 

2017). Today, university qualifications are not distinctive on a resume because many 

graduates share comparable educational and pre-work profiles (Tomlinson, 2012). 

Rather, potential employees consider prior work experience a vital component of graduate 

employability (Archer & Davidson, 2008; Birchall, 2013; Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007; 

Edwards et al., 2015; High Fliers Research, 2017). Higher Education (HE) providers now 

collaborate with industry to assist graduates to achieve prior work experience (Jackson & 

Collings, 2018). One popular employability strategy used is internships (Kinash et al., 

2016b), an element of work integrated learning (WIL) (Jackson et al., 2015). Employers 

offer internships to give students and graduates periods of experience in the workplace, 

often in the area of their field of study (Jones & Warnock, 2014). Internships have three 

main participants, the students as interns, the university staff who work in the internship 

portfolio, and the workplace supervisors in the host organisations. Research has found 

that one of the most important contributors to a successful internship experience is the 

workplace supervisor (Beard & Morton, 1999; Jackson, 2015a; Rowe et al., 2012; Small, 

2015).  

The research in this thesis focused on workplace supervisors and their business 

student interns and how the relationships between them can enhance the interns’ graduate 

employability. This research adopted a qualitative methods approach and used the 

theoretical framework of Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) supported by 

Meeker’s (1971) guiding rules of reciprocity, altruism, rationality, group gain, status 

consistency, and competition to address the research questions in relation to how 

relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns enhance the 

interns’ graduate employability. The rationale for the main research question and sub-

research questions stem from the lack of knowledge in this area. For example, in 
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Australia, research involving workplace supervisors, while emerging, is still in its infancy 

(Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). Much of the research involving WIL and internships has 

been based around government funded reviews (AWPA, 2014) and reports (Patrick et al., 

2009), and WIL students’ self-assessment of their perceived work-readiness or perceived 

employability (Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough, 2009; Freudenberg et al., 2010; Jackson, 

2013b), and often as a transition point to graduate employability. More recently, research 

has widened to include employer groups (Jackson et al., 2015; Patrick et al., 2014; C. 

Smith et al., 2014) who are also potential recruiters, and workplace supervisors (Rowe et 

al., 2012; C. Smith et al., 2014; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). However, the area of study 

examined in this thesis does not appear to have been addressed in the literature in the field 

of WIL, internships and graduate employability. Therefore, within the mass HE context 

and current labour market graduate employability levels, the research presented in this 

thesis commences to address that gap, build on prior research, and contribute to this 

emerging field of study.  

6.2 Summary of Findings 

In addressing the overall main research question, there were numerous findings, 

and each had messages. To commence, this section will summarise the findings that relate 

directly to building relationships between the workplace supervisors and business student 

interns, how best to maximise the internship experiences for student interns, and how best 

to enhance business student interns’ graduate employability of interns. It will then briefly 

summarise the findings that offer support to the workplace supervisors in carrying out 

their role, and end with a summary of the findings relating to Meeker’s (1971) rules. Eight 

key messages are highlighted below to highlight the findings and their implications. 

6.2.1 Building relationships and maximising internship experiences 

There are several key elements involved in the process of building professional 

relationships between the workplace supervisors and business student interns for the 

purpose of enhancing the student interns’ graduate employability. The major finding from 

this research is that it was the altruistic behaviours that workplace supervisors showed 

towards their business student interns, complemented by workplace supervisors’ 

understanding and patience in the process, that was the overarching reason strong 

professional relationships developed and strengthened, leading to those student interns 

experiencing a successful internship which, in turn, enhanced their employability. 
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Additionally, the amount of time workplace supervisors spent with their student interns, 

as well as giving the student interns respect, the context of their own experiences, and 

making the student interns feel part of the team, all supported building strong 

relationships. The finding about time supports previous research by Nahrgang et al. 

(2009) who found that the quality of the relationship between leaders and members grew 

over time and then stabilized.  

Furthermore, the student interns’ personalities (Archer & Davidson, 2008; R. 

Hogan et al., 2013), in terms of likes, dislikes and compatibility with their workplace 

supervisors, arguably played a key part in building strong relationships with their 

workplace supervisors. This research suggests that student interns who were described by 

workplace supervisors as more giving and outgoing in terms of their personalities may be 

better matched to workplace supervisors oriented toward the Leader-Member Exchange 

(LMX) (Liden et al., 1997) style of leadership. In contrast, student interns who are less 

interested in building relationships, and/or have less outgoing personalities, that were 

reported as less effective in developing a connection with their workplace supervisor, may 

be better matched to a workplace supervisor more oriented towards the Path Goal Theory 

of Leader Effectiveness (PGT) (House, 1971) style of leadership. This assisted in 

maximising the internship experience for matched parties in this research. 

Another important finding is that the skills required to be a workplace supervisor 

to business student interns are different and more extensive than those required to be a 

supervisor to employees. Skills necessary to be a workplace supervisor (to business 

student interns) include: leadership skills including interpersonal skills, communication 

skills, and people management skills; facilitator skills; time management skills; 

organisational skills; and the complementary attributes of patience and understanding.  If 

workplace supervisors possess all these skills, they will likely be more effective in their 

role which may maximise the internship experience for student interns. In this research, 

student interns collectively attributed their enhanced employability to the internships, and 

importantly to their workplace supervisors who provided opportunities for the student 

interns to develop and accomplish workplace skills and attributes that employers view as 

critical when recruiting graduates. 

The first key message here is that it is incumbent on universities to be vigilant 

when matching their student interns to workplace supervisors. This has implications for 
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organisational and program level policy, as well as practice. It is important for universities 

to maintain strong relationships with workplace supervisors who demonstrate altruistic 

behaviours towards their student interns. However, to achieve the best outcomes from an 

internship experience, and enhance employability, it is also important that universities 

match student interns with skilled workplace supervisors whose leadership style is suited 

to the student intern. Equally, workplace supervisors should have the required skills to 

support the student interns throughout their internship experience. Implementing this 

message adds to the complexity and ongoing challenges of finding suitable workplace 

supervisors and highlights the importance of building and maintaining strong 

relationships with workplace supervisors who meet the requirements. 

6.2.2 Enhancing business student interns’ graduate employability 

From the findings that relate to enhancing business student interns’ graduate 

employability, the second key message is that universities need to match the student 

interns with the correct internship opportunity, so the student interns can benefit from the 

knowledge and skills gained from their university degree, apply them in the workplace, 

and at the same time learn from experts in their chosen field.  

The third key message is that student interns who are not suited to building 

networks in the workplace will likely require assistance and support to gain the skills, 

knowledge and confidence needed to approach others and commence conversations. 

Universities should embed networking activities in their degrees to assist student interns 

to acquire the necessary skills, knowledge and confidence. In doing so, students are more 

likely to receive equal opportunities and benefits in their internship experiences. 

Implications include those at policy levels and implementation levels to ensure such 

suggestions are enacted in order to optimise internship outcomes. 

The fourth key message is that the student interns included in this study do 

actively invest in their employability. Student interns view their university degrees, good 

academic qualifications, and completion of the internship program as a pathway to labour 

market rewards. Only students with a grade point average of 5.5 or better on a 7-point 

scale were eligible to participate in the internship from this research, however, employers 

do not appear to be concerned about good grades when recruiting graduates. More so, 

employers look favourably towards recruiting graduates with prior work experience. If 

internships were compulsory for all business students, prior to graduation, students would 
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have equal opportunities to meet desired selection criteria concerning work experience. 

Further, universities and business leaders should collaborate more closely and provide a 

unified message and approach to Higher Education teaching and learning, to encourage 

all students to engage more closely in their studies, so they can achieve good grades. The 

next section will briefly summarise the findings concerning support provided to the 

workplace supervisors in carrying out their role. 

6.2.3 University support for workplace supervisors 

The fifth key message is one that identifies the need for support from universities 

to assist workplace supervisors in carrying out their role. Universities should provide 

clear induction processes and provide workplace supervisors with the tools and strategies 

to engage with the university and the role as has been described by Trede, Sutton, and 

Maxwell (2016). Additionally, the Determinants of Employability model (R. Hogan et 

al., 2013) was found to be suitable for universities to utilise as a formal assessment tool 

for workplace supervisors who contribute to the assessment of student interns. Therefore, 

should universities choose to use this model as an assessment tool, they may commence 

to answer the call from workplace supervisors about their expectations, and universities 

will be better informed regarding the employability of their students as they move towards 

graduation.  

The sixth key message is also one that concerns the support necessary for 

workplace supervisors. That is, the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012) was 

found to be very helpful to provide clarity to the depth and breadth of the workplace 

supervisor role. The student interns lacked understanding and appreciation about the 

totality and complexity of the workplace supervisor role. Therefore, this tool will assist 

to help student interns gain that understanding and appreciation because clarity of the 

workplace supervisor role has been enhanced.  

The seventh key message is that workplace supervisors need to be recognised in 

their own workplaces for their contribution to university student workplace learning. One 

suggestion is for universities to acknowledge them directly to the host organisations’ CEO 

or Board in writing.  
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6.2.4 Meeker’s rules 

Meeker’s (1971) rules were selected as appropriate to address the research 

questions rather than, for example, LMX or PGT. One key reason is that Meeker’s (1971) 

rules has the potential to include wider stakeholders and therefore they are not necessarily 

limited to the two parties in the interpersonal exchange (Ruhanen et al., 2012).  

Meeker’s (1971) rule of reciprocity was viewed from the student interns’ 

perspectives to be the motivator for workplace supervisors to participate in the internship. 

However, this research found that reciprocity was more closely aligned with the 

stakeholder relationship between the university, student and host organisation. Rather, 

the participation of the workplace supervisors was found to be aligned with Meeker’s 

(1971) rule on altruism because their motivation was to help shape the future of the 

student interns. The research also suggests the act of altruism was not an entirely selfless 

act on the part of the workplace supervisors because they did gain some benefit in the 

form of intrinsic rewards. Though, there was some cost to the workplace supervisors, 

which was time and lack of support from their organisation. Meeker’s (1971) rule of 

group gain extended beyond the two-party relationship between the workplace supervisor 

and student interns with benefits reaching the team members and the organisation as a 

whole. Group gain was also visible in the notion of co-supportiveness among the student 

interns when they were in the workplace together, again demonstrating that the 

relationship between workplace supervisors and student interns in the context of 

internships extends beyond the two-party exchange.  

Meeker’s (1971) rule on rationality played a central role across all rules because 

decisions were based on the rewards expected from the giver. The themes that emerged 

from workplace supervisors when deciding to take on the role were time, followed by 

having a project that was both of value to the business and meaningful to the student, and 

the student’s fit to the organisation, team and project were the dominant reasons in the 

decision to undertake the workplace supervisor role. Further, workplace supervisors were 

motivated by reciprocity, altruism and group gain, but not by competition or status 

consistency. Meeker’s (1971) rule on competition was not apparent between the 

workplace supervisors or student interns, but it was reported that older workers in the 

same organisations felt threatened by the student interns because they thought the student 

interns may replace them. However, any competition from the student interns can be 
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explained from a personal development perspective that considers competition as a 

pathway to self-discovery and self-improvement. Meeker’s (1971) rule on status 

consistency appeared to be in conflict with altruism in the context of a business internship 

exchange. These guiding rules did not function at the same time nor could they. In an 

internship relationship, the workplace supervisor has a higher status in the workplace than 

does the business student intern. The purpose of an internship program is to benefit or 

enhance student employability, and in the internship relationship the workplace 

supervisor will most likely always have the higher status.  

Therefore, the eighth key message is that Meeker’s (1971) six rules are valuable 

to deeply and broadly understand the motivations, considerations and behaviours of the 

workplace supervisors and business student interns in the relationships. In this research, 

they provided context around how motivations, considerations and behaviours enhanced 

the student interns’ graduate employability. Next the contributions to theory from this 

research are provided. 

6.3 Contributions to Theory 

There are several theoretical contributions resulting from this research. Firstly, in 

Australia, research involving workplace supervisors, while emerging, is still in its infancy 

(Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). Research that examines how the relationships between 

workplace supervisors and their business student interns enhance the intern’s graduate 

employability does not appear to have been addressed in the literature in the field of WIL, 

internships and graduate employability. Therefore, the research presented in this thesis 

which involved workplace supervisors commences to address that gap, builds on prior 

research, and contributes to this emerging field of study.  

Secondly, in responding to the research question, this research contributes to 

theory because it found that reciprocity is an element of social exchange in an internship 

relationship that more closely explains the stakeholder relationship between the 

university, student and organisation. Prior research had argued that internships are based 

on the notion of reciprocity (Patrick et al., 2009; P. Rose et al., 2014; Ruhanen et al., 

2012). Rather, once inside the workplace, this research found that it is the altruistic 

behaviour of the workplace supervisors towards their business students interns that 

develops and strengthens the relationships. That is, workplace supervisors are motivated 

to participate in internship programs more so by altruism than by reciprocity. Further, 
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altruism is not an entirely selfless act as suggested by Meeker (1971), because the 

workplace supervisors gained some benefits from the social exchange with their student 

interns in the form of intrinsic rewards (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Therefore, in the 

context of business internships, workplace supervisors who exhibit altruistic behaviours 

may also gain some benefits in the form of intrinsic rewards from the exchange 

relationships with the student interns.  

Thirdly, the altruistic behaviours demonstrated by the workplace supervisors 

towards their business student interns, complemented by workplace supervisors’ 

understanding and patience in the process, develops strong professional relationships that 

lead to student interns experiencing a successful internship which, in turn, enhances their 

employability. 

Fourthly, this research contributes to the knowledge about Meeker’s (1971) rules 

and challenges Meeker’s (1971) rules in three ways: 1) the research found that group gain 

can extend beyond the two-party interpersonal exchange of the workplace supervisor and 

student interns. The benefits of such a two-party exchange in an internship program can 

extend to workplace teams, the host organisations, and, as Ruhanen et al. (2012) also 

found from their research about TRIP, the wider community; 2) group gain can also 

present itself as co-supportiveness when student interns are in the workplace together; 

and 3) the research provides evidence that in an internship program, conflict exists 

between Meeker’s (1971) rules of status consistency and altruism. Meeker (1971) 

suggested that guiding rules do not necessarily function independently, and that two or 

more rules can function at the same time. However, in the context of outcomes from a 

business internship exchange, in this research, it was found that status consistency and 

altruism did not function at the same time, nor could they. The reason is that the purpose 

of an internship program is to benefit or enhance student employability and in the 

internship relationship the workplace supervisor will most likely always have the higher 

status.  

Finally, SET was a worthwhile theoretical framework for examining the research 

questions, and how workplace relationships in the context of workplace supervisors of 

business student interns within a university internship program can enhance the interns’ 

graduate employability.  



193 

6.4 Implications for Practice 

The findings of this research have several practical implications apparent for 

university business schools, for business school staff delivering internship programs, for 

others delivering similar internships and for other stakeholders that may include business 

student interns, workplace supervisors and employers. To commence, the workplace 

supervisor is integral to a successful internship outcome (Beard & Morton, 1999; Patrick 

et al., 2009), which includes students enhancing their employability. To maximise 

internship outcomes, universities must be vigilant when placing their students with 

workplace supervisors. Effective workplace supervisors are those with altruistic 

motivations to participate, who give time and respect, the context of their experiences, 

and treat the student interns as members of the team. Prior to agreeing to a workplace 

partnership, attempts should be made by universities to ensure that the workplace 

supervisor understands the requirements of the internship program, the responsibilities of 

the role, and the expectations of both the student interns and the university. Further, 

attempts should be made by universities to ensure that the workplace supervisor has the 

knowledge, experience, skillset and time to effectively mentor and provide feedback to 

the student intern in the workplace. Knowing whether the workplace supervisor had a 

LMX or PGT style of leadership would further enhance a successful matching with the 

student intern. It is incumbent on universities to be active in such matters and not be seen 

to leave the outcomes to chance. To support this process, universities should provide clear 

induction processes and provide workplace supervisors with the tools and strategies to 

engage with the university and the role as has been described by Trede, Sutton, and 

Maxwell (2016).  

Enhanced employability depends somewhat on whether the workplace project is 

aligned to the student interns’ degree major and career focus. Therefore, attempts should 

be made to ensure that student interns are matched with the correct internship opportunity, 

so that the student intern can benefit from the knowledge and skills gained from 

university, apply them in the workplace and at the same time learn more from experts in 

their field. Further, the research highlighted the need for networking activities to be 

embedded across business degrees to assist students to gain the confidence needed to 

approach others and commence conversations. This will assist students as interns to gain 

equal opportunities and benefits from the internship experiences to better network within 

the host organisation. Similarly, internships should be compulsory for all business 



194 

students, prior to graduation, so that students would have equal opportunities to meet 

employers’ desired recruitment selection criteria. Additionally, as university education 

and internship participation are an investment by students in their employability, an 

attempt should be made by universities and employers to provide a unified message and 

approach to Higher Education teaching and learning. Such attempts may encourage all 

students to engage more closely in their studies, so they can achieve good grades and 

maximise their investment. 

Finally, universities should assist workplace supervisors who contribute to the 

assessment of student interns by providing them with the Determinants of Employability 

model (R. Hogan et al., 2013) to use as a formal assessment tool. Also, universities should 

disseminate the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012) to students interns prior 

to their internships to provide clarity to the depth and breadth of the workplace supervisor 

role. This will provide student interns with a greater understanding and appreciation about 

the totality and complexity of the workplace supervisor role.  

6.5 Limitations of the Research 

As is the case with most research, the research outlined in this thesis has 

limitations. The findings in this research were limited by purposeful sampling because 

they were based on selectivity of participants (Patton, 1999). The sample was also a 

convenience sample (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 1997; Patton, 1999) because it 

involved workplace supervisors and business student interns from a university internship 

program that the researcher works in as a staff member of the university. Another 

limitation was that of the participants, there were more female workplace supervisors and 

student interns than male. The reason being is that more females of both cohorts 

participate in the internship programs as workplace supervisors and student interns. 

Additionally, the design included semi-structured interviews. The inclusion of 'theory-

free' open questions may have also increased the amount of new knowledge found. 

Further, while the findings were intended to represent only the sample and similar 

population rather than be generalised to a wider population (Cohen et al., 2000), 

incorporating a mixed-methods design may have enabled greater generalisation of the 

findings. This may have been achieved by using a survey instrument that measured many 

of the perceived employability scale items developed by Rothwell et al., (2008, p. 10) that 

were suitable to be responded to by both workplace supervisors and business student 
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interns. Therefore, potentially the findings may have been different had a mixed methods 

approach to the deign been taken.   

Another limitation may have been that, despite the author’s commitment to 

anonymity, workplace supervisors may have been anxious about being identified by their 

senior management who may later read the thesis and therefore less candid in their 

responses. Similarly, for the student interns, those participants in anticipation of gaining 

employment with their host organisation at a later date, may not have spoken as freely 

knowing that their potential future boss is also being interviewed by the same researcher. 

Other limitations were that the research was conducted within a single university, in a 

single state of Australia, and within a single internship program. Further, the students 

were all in their final year of study and all had a grade point average of 5.5 or better on a 

7-point scale, indicating high levels of academic performance prior to the internship, and 

they were mostly ready to graduate upon completion of the internship.  

Additionally, the importance of the internship may differ amongst students, and the 

perceptions and experiences may differ for student interns and their workplace 

supervisors when students are not as far progressed in their degree, or do not have a high-

grade point average like those who participated in this research. This aspect was not 

examined in this research. Similarly, Meeker’s (1971) rules may have applied differently 

had the students been from a different discipline, for example medicine, whereby medical 

interns vie for that all-important residency position, rather than business student interns 

in which business is a generalist degree and the internship is an option. Another limitation 

of the research is that it was cohort based. That is, the research examined business students 

as a cohort matched to their workplace supervisors who were another cohort. No 

investigation was conducted that examined differences and comparisons of undergraduate 

to postgraduate students, male to female students, or domestic to international students. 

Also, no investigation was conducted that specifically examined the ages of the students, 

their prior exposure to work experience or their socio-economic backgrounds. Further, 

only relationships between two of the stakeholders (workplace supervisors and business 

student interns) were examined. No investigation was conducted that examined the inter-

relationships across the three stakeholders within and internship program, those being the 

university (staff), the workplace supervisors, and student interns, and how these inter-

relationships enhance the student interns’ graduate employability. Nor was university 

staff interviewed about their perceptions of internships and workplace supervisors. These 
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factors, and the use of qualitative data collection techniques and small samples, may have 

limited the generalisability of the findings (Carcary, 2009). 

6.6 Future Research 

The research in this thesis has commenced to address a gap in the literature 

involving workplace supervisors that does not appear to have previously been addressed 

in the field of WIL, internships and graduate employability. While this thesis builds on 

prior research and contributes to this emerging field of study, more research is needed in 

these areas, and in the area that involves the workplace supervisor. Further research 

should address the limitations identified in this research. For example, it would be 

beneficial to conduct: 

1) further research examining graduate employability with workplace 

supervisors and student interns to explore the impact of a student’s academic 

performance, as measured by their grade point average (GPA). Students 

interns in this proposed research would have a range of differing GPA scores;  

2) similar research with university students for example; from different academic 

disciplines; on a broader scale across multiple universities; to examine 

similarities and contrasts between the genders, examine similarities and 

contrasts between undergraduates with limited to no work experience 

compared with postgraduates with more extensive work experience; and 

examine similarities and contrasts between domestic and international 

students taking account of cultural dimensions; 

3) similar research that examines similarities and differences between, and 

effectiveness of, same gender dyads and mixed gender dyads.  

4)  research that examines the impact of the relative age of the student interns, 

the overall amount of work experience prior to the internships, the impact of 

similar or different types of work roles/professions of the student’s family and 

friends, and whether or not the student was a first in family to attend 

university; 

5) research that examines the inter-relationships across the three stakeholders 

within an internship program, those being the university (staff), the workplace 

supervisor and student interns;  
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6) research using critical incident technique which may potentially deepen the 

insights into the areas studied; 

7) like research that includes interviews with university staff about their 

perceptions of internships and workplace supervisors; 

8) research that involves a variety of methodological approaches to examine 

internships and employability. This research employed a qualitative approach 

within an interpretivist framework. Different methodological approaches that 

may include theory-free open questions and/or a mixed methods design would 

possible further extend the overall understanding of the field of research.  

9) longitudinal research that commences with each stakeholders' expectations 

prior to the internship that are compared with post-internship perceptions. 

In summary, with this field of research still emerging, there is a need to continue 

research to provide evidence of the impact of workplace supervisors and their role in the 

employability of the student interns they supervise, contributing to the wider research of 

internships and WIL.  

6.7 Conclusions to the Research 

Matching 20 workplace supervisors with their 24 business student interns, this 

research provides contributions to research in WIL, internships and graduate 

employability. It is the first study in Australia to examine how relationships between 

workplace supervisors and business student interns may enhance the interns’ graduate 

employability. The research in this thesis contributes to theory, to practice, and to the 

literature in this emerging field of study. The findings highlight not only that that 

workplace supervisors play an important and integral role in the workplace education of 

business students, but also that in building relationships with business student interns, 

through to enhancing the interns’ graduate employability, effective workplace supervisors 

have specific motivations to participate. The research found that workplace supervisors 

need a wide range of skills and knowledge, and leadership styles suited to their student 

interns, and they require a skillset different to that of a supervisor to employees. These 

findings signify the complexity and ongoing challenges of finding suitable workplace 

supervisors and highlight the importance of building and maintaining strong relationships 

with workplace supervisors who meet the requirements. 
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This research is also important because it created new knowledge about how 

relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns can enhance 

the student interns’ graduate employability. Meeker’s (1971) rules assisted to create this 

new knowledge, because using these rules allowed for deep and broad understanding of 

the relationships, from which it became clear how important it is to have the right person 

in place to supervise student interns in the workplace. This new knowledge may improve 

the overall workplace, and learning experiences, of students and lead to opportunities to 

further enhance graduate employability. Consequently, this new knowledge may in turn 

lead to an increase in graduate employment rates, possibly transferring to an increase in 

student career success, and better meeting the expectations of universities, employer 

groups and other stakeholders. Further, graduate employers may be more satisfied with 

the attributes of their new recruits. 

In conclusion, Australia needs internship programs to provide business students 

with the work experience required by current employers. Universities and employers need 

to enter their collaboration within an internship program with the understanding that the 

best and most effective workplace supervisors are those that enter the arrangement with 

altruistic perspectives and have other skills and attributes most suited to their matched 

student intern. In doing so, students will gain greater benefits that will likely include 

enhanced employability. Such outcomes may commence to address the labour market 

issues relating to lack of suitable graduates coming from the HE sector. 

6.8 Personal Reflections of the Author 

The following two sections portray the personal reflections of the author. The first 

section discusses the benefits and challenges of the author being an Inside Researcher. 

The second is an account of the epistemic reflexivity of the research and reflects on the 

author’s relationship with the research, the research’s relationship with the author, and 

the author’s learnings from the process of undertaking this doctoral journey. 

6.8.1 Benefits and challenges of being an ‘Inside Researcher’ 

While undertaking her PhD on the subject of WIL the author worked in the role 

of WIL Coordinator for Griffith Business School, a role she had been in for three years 

prior to the commencement of the PhD program. The role is responsible for the 

coordination and conduct of all administrative aspects of the development, delivery and 

integration of the internship program. The WIL Coordinator also plays a strong role in 
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commencing, developing and nurturing relationships with stakeholders, including 

students and industry partners. As such, the author had access to each student and each 

workplace supervisor who participated in the Internship Program in the years leading into 

her study, and also during her study. Although the workplace supervisors were employed 

by a wide range of businesses and organisations outside of the university, they worked 

with her in undertaking their role. Therefore, in conducting her research, the author found 

that this privilege by default assigned her the role of ‘Inside Researcher’. Brannick and 

Coghlan (2007) argued that regardless of the research tradition insider research is 

undertaken, ‘it is not only valid and useful but also provides important knowledge about 

what organizations are really like’ (p. 72). For the author, being the inside researcher 

brought with it both benefits and challenges. The benefits will be discussed first. 

As discussed in section 3.4, participants were selected who had completed their 

internship experience no more than 18 months prior to the interview taking place. 

Therefore, one of the main benefits of being an ‘Inside Researcher’ was that the author 

was able to select the participants who fitted within her criteria of completing their 

internship experience no more than 18 months prior to the interview taking place. Another 

benefit was that she had access to the participants contact details which made seeking 

their participation less arduous than other researchers who may encounter difficulties 

when seeking out participants and accessing their contact details. On reflection, the author 

perceives that having a rapport with the participants assisted in them agreeing to give their 

time voluntarily to the research. However, while this was a benefit, it was critical for her 

to minimise any bias this benefit brought with it as discussed in section 3.7. 

While being an ‘Insider Researcher’ yielded benefits as discussed, it did also 

present challenges that came in the form of having knowledge of the context of each 

internship. The challenges came about mostly during the interviews because the author 

had perceived that she knew the answer to some questions prior to asking them. Searle 

(1999, p. 470) warned that, ‘knowledge is always mediated by pre-existing ideas and 

values, whether this is acknowledged by researchers or not’. The author openly 

acknowledged her pre-existing ideas and therefore she was very careful not to prompt or 

remind the participants and assist them to answer the questions. When the author took the 

course Research Design during her Honours degree, the lecturer, Associate Professor 

Arran Caza, had a PhD in management and psychology. The knowledge that he imparted 

during those lectures was not only fascinating, but crucial to how she managed the 
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interview sessions with the participants. Associate Professor Caza often explained and 

then reminded the class that people remember things not always as they actually happened 

(A. Caza, Research Design lecture, September 2013). As a qualitative researcher and 

interviewer this resonated strongly with her. The author therefore ensured that she 

allowed the participants to respond as they remembered, and not interject with additional 

or different thoughts on how she remembered it. All responses were recorded verbatim 

and analysed as described by each participant.  

Another challenge was that workplace supervisor participants who were middle 

managers and not the owner/director of the business were aware that the author had a 

rapport with many of their senior executives. She sensed that some were concerned that 

they would be identified in the thesis, and that senior executives would identify them 

through their responses. This is despite her commitment to anonymity (Creswell, 2013). 

She often wondered if their anxiety about being identified made them less candid. The 

author did not perceive that she faced the same challenges with students because she did 

not interview any students who had outstanding grades in the Internship Program and 

also, many of them had graduated so there were no perceived risks to them in giving full 

responses. However, she does acknowledge that for the student interns, those participants 

in anticipation of gaining employment with their host organisation at a later date, may not 

have spoken as freely knowing that their potential future boss is also being interviewed 

by the same researcher. 

6.8.2 Epistemic Reflexivity   

The following account of the epistemic reflexivity of the research considers the 

relationship between the author as the researcher and the research, and vice versa, and 

what she learned from the process of the doctoral journey. Epistemic reflexivity allows 

the researcher to ‘share reflections on the research process with readers’(Gomm & 

Davies, 2000, p. xiii). 

The author’s relationship with the research 

The relationship the author had with the research was a professional one. As the 

WIL Coordinator, one of her tasks was to match students to the internships registered by 

industry partners, and then recommend one or more students to the organisation, usually 

the dedicated workplace supervisor, who in turn interviewed the student/s prior to them 

being assigned as the intern. While the author’s Honours research and that of other 
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researchers (Bridgstock, 2009; Jackson, 2013a; Rowe et al., 2012; Winchester-Seeto et 

al., 2016) found that the workplace supervisor is critical to the success of an internship, 

the author wanted to gain a deeper understanding at the relationship level between the 

student intern and workplace supervisor. The main research question she posed was ‘How 

do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business student interns enhance 

the interns’ graduate employability? It was important for her to gain such knowledge 

because she had a professional investment in understanding this relationship and 

improving it.  

Stakeholders including graduate employers (Lindsay, 2015), students, academics, 

universities and government have expressed concerns over acceptable employability and 

professional outcomes for university graduates (Coates, 2015; W. Green et al., 2009; C. 

Smith et al., 2014). Internships are considered to be the most effective solution towards 

enhancing the employability outcomes of graduates (Kinash et al., 2015), and as 

mentioned earlier, workplace supervisors are critical to the success of an internship. The 

decisions the author made in her job regarding matching students to internships and 

therefore workplace supervisors would likely impact the students graduate employability 

in terms of transferring of skills and knowledge from the classroom to the workplace 

(Small, 2015), developing their professional identities (Jackson, 2013b) and assisting 

them to develop professional networking skills (Bridgstock, 2009). Prior research the 

author had undertaken found that poor internship experiences were due to the 

ineffectiveness of workplace supervisors. Such experiences had left students lacking in 

confidence and not feeling ready for the workplace (Small, 2015). Gaining knowledge 

that allowed the author to identify workplace supervisors who were more likely effective 

and in turn more likely to provide positive experiences for students may lead to an; 

increase in graduate employment rates, possibly transferring to an increase in student 

career success, and better meeting the expectations of universities, employer groups and 

other stakeholders.  

The author chose interviews because, as argued by Kvale (2007), to find out how 

individuals understand their world and lives, you need to talk with them. The author 

enjoys speaking with and listening to others and hearing their stories, so interviews were 

a logical choice for method. Additionally, the author took the interpretivist approach in 

this research because her focus was to understand the views and perceptions of the 

participants. Creswell (2014) suggested that the intention of this approach is to 
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understand, or interpret the meanings others have about the world, and this resonated with 

her due to her role within a university internship program. She was particularly excited 

by the interview process because she was interviewing both the student interns and their 

workplace supervisors. Undertaking the study using matched student interns/workplace 

supervisors, she thought, would allow her to gain valuable insights into their experiences 

with one another from which she could then understand the similarities and/or differences 

between how each of the matched pairs perceived the relationships built between one 

another, and their internship experiences. The author found the process of data collection, 

analysis, and findings to be fascinating and energising. Throughout the process, she did 

not lose sight of the fact that she was an Inside Researcher. That is, she had an ongoing 

role within the Internship Program and her interest was in developing knowledge of 

practical use (Louis & Bartunek, 1992). Additionally, as the Inside Researcher, the author 

constantly considered her actions and her role in the research process and critically 

scrutinised both, as she did her data. J Mason (1996) argued that this is what constitutes 

reflexive research.  

The research’s relationship with the author 

Similarly, the relationship the research had with the author as the researcher was 

also a professional one. The participants were not friends but acquaintances who she met 

through her job. The author could call them external work colleagues. Outside of her job 

she had no need to contact them and she never has. Over time, the author did grow a 

professional relationship with many of the workplace supervisors because she would 

work with them from one trimester to the next. Typically, with the student interns, she 

would work with them for just one trimester and they would either graduate or move on 

to their next academic experience. However, the research is ultimately about the 

relationships between workplace supervisors and their business student interns and how 

those relationships enhance the interns graduate employability. As mentioned previously, 

the author’s job is strongly linked to enhancing students graduate employability. She 

found through interviewing the workplace supervisors that mostly they too had a vested 

interest in enhancing the graduate employability of these young people. Interestingly, the 

author and workplace supervisors had similar reasons. The workplace supervisor role 

was, in many cases, placed upon them as an additional part of their job which many of 

them came to really enjoy. For the author, making internships happen was her job. The 

connection though was that many of the workplace supervisors found their role in the 
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internship program to be intrinsically rewarding (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014) as did the 

author. 

Learnings from the process of undertaking this doctoral journey 

The author learned many things about herself from taking this doctoral journey. 

Firstly, the process in the beginning came naturally to her. She truly believed in what she 

was doing, and she quickly fell madly in love with her PhD and the research she was 

undertaking. It became central to her life. Everything and everyone else, including the 

author’s family and friends were, at times, secondary. It became a labour of love and at 

times it took over her life. For many years at work the author preferred working with 

academics and discussing their roles and activities with them rather than working with 

the other administrators. Typically, she found the administrative work boring and 

unfulfilling to her. In contrast, the author found undertaking the research in both her 

Honours and the PhD meaningful and believed wholeheartedly that being an academic 

was her true calling.  

As the author drew closer to completion of the PhD she started to struggle, and 

she fell out of love with her thesis. Things that seemed so easy to her suddenly seemed 

impossible. There were times she had nothing left to give, as if she had breathed her last 

breath, but the job was not finished. From that experience the author learned that 

completing a PhD requires enormous effort, positive reinforcement and above all else, a 

can-do attitude. She has always believed that if something is good enough to start, it is 

good enough to finish. With the positive reinforcement of her supervisory team and her 

belief in herself that she was as good as any PhD candidate before her, the author picked 

herself up off the floor and she found the strength and courage to carry on and complete 

her thesis. The author is very proud of that.  

Finally, the author learned that a PhD is not a journey one can take alone. 

Candidates need a team of positive people behind them, helping them plan to meet 

timelines and pushing them to be the best they can be. Such people include the candidate’s 

supervisory team, the participants who work to meet the candidate’s interview schedule 

and the candidate’s family and friends. It also helped the author that she had collegiality 

from her peers. Having a strong working relationship with many academics who she trusts 

and greatly respects was very helpful. She really appreciated that they shared their stories 

with her because they made her realise that while every PhD journey is individual, they 
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are still often similar. Other academics had to face adversity during their PhD journeys, 

life got in their way as well, just in a different way to how it got in the author’s way. The 

author was also very grateful to those academics in that they treated her like a colleague 

and assisted her when needed. Despite their busy schedules of teaching and researching 

themselves, the collegiality of the author’s peers was heartfelt, and it meant the world to 

her.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A - Research Involving Workplace Supervisors in Internship Programs Internationally and in Australia – Ordered  by 

Country  

Reference Country Method Participants Types of students Research problem Findings 

P. S. Rose et al. (2014) China Quantitative – paper 

and on-line surveys 

306 intern-supervisor 

dyads 

Business students Using LMX theory to examine 

intern-supervisor exchange 

relevant to performance, 

satisfaction, learning 

opportunities, students’ intentions 

to accept employment and 

supervisors’ intentions to support 

employment in host 

organisations. 

The exchange relationship 

between intern and workplace 

supervisor may influence key 

career outcomes within 

internship context. Both 

parties developed reciprocal 

feelings toward each other 

with relationships resembling 

new-comer employee to 

supervisor rather than student-

teacher learning type 

relationships. For an intern the 

discontinuation of a high-

quality intern–supervisor 

exchange relationship may 

represent a minimal loss when 

contrasted with regular 

employee's turnover 

decisions. Internships provide 

the perquisite conditions for 

the manifestation of the more 

tangible characteristics of 

LMX, such as preferential 

treatment from a supervisor 

Beard and Morton 

(1999) 

United States of 

America 

Quantitative –  

self-administered 

questionnaire 

193 journalism and 

mass communication 

students 

Journalism and mass 

communication students 

Which of the characteristics of 

internships and interns are most 

highly predictive of successful 

internship outcomes? 

Note: The quality of the intern’s 

supervision and effectiveness of 

his or her supervisor were 

assessed with eight items (for 

example, ‘My supervisor 

considered my interests and goals 

The quality of supervision is 

the most important single 

predictor. 
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and adapted the internship 

accordingly’. 

Henry, J, Rehwaldt, S, & 

Vineyard, S. (2001) 

United States of 

America 

Quantitative –  

surveys designed on 

a 5-point Likert 

scale 

30 workplace 

supervisors and 39 

student interns 

Information Systems 

Technology 

undergraduates 

Predictors for a positive 

internship 

Two predictors for a 

successful internship are the 

student’s positive attitude and 

the employer’s practices and 

policies. 

Sapp, D, & Zhang, Q. 

(2009). 

United States of 

America 

Mixed methods - 

qualitative 

comments and 

quantitative 5-point 

Likert questions. 

238 workplace 

supervisors 

English and 

Communication 

undergraduates 

Student intern performance 

evaluation 

Interns tend to meet 

expectations in many areas – 

increased attention required 

on initiative, writing skills, 

and oral communication 

skills. 

McDonough, K, 

Rodriguez, L, & Prior-

Miller, M. (2009). 

United States of 

America 

Mixed methods - 

qualitative 

comments and 

quantitative 5-point 

Likert questions. 

113 internship 

supervisors and 111 

media students 

Media undergraduates Extent to which interns and 

workplace supervisors agree on 

ratings of interns’ performance 

mid-way and at the end of the 

internship. 

Two points of evaluation 

showed that congruence of 

ratings occurred towards the 

end of the internship. Student 

rated their performance higher 

than their workplace 

supervisors. 

Gault, J, Leach, E, & 

Duey, M. (2010) 

United States of 

America 

Quantitative –  

surveys designed on 

a 5-point Likert 

scale 

185 unique employers 

of 392 undergraduate 

business interns 

Undergraduate business 

interns 

Perceived value of the internship 

experience 

Interns are better 

prepared to enter the job 

market and achieve their 

personal income objectives. 

Bilsland, C & Nagy, H 

(2014) 

Vietnam Qualitative - 

interviews (30 

minutes each) 

21 workplace 

supervisors at Foreign 

University in Vietnam 

Undergraduate business 

interns 

The role of intern workplace 

supervisors in Vietnam 

Workplace supervisors valued 

the contact with the 

university, were supportive of 

the interns’ goals, and 

comfortable in their role as 

intern assessors. 

Bilsland, C., Nagy, H., & 

Smith, P. (2014) 

Vietnam Quantitative – 

ten-item five-point 

Likert scale 

questionnaire 

368 workplace 

supervisors at Foreign 

University in Vietnam 

Undergraduate business 

student interns. 

Intern performance on 

employability skill measures 

Preliminary results indicated 

that student interns met the 

expectations of workplace 

supervisors relating to 

employability skill measures 

Helyer, R, & Lee, D. 

(2014) 

United Kingdom Mixed methods 

research. Secondary 

research plus self-

audit, questionnaires 

at two points in time, 

on-line employer 

end survey, in depth 

87 graduate interns 

and 87 workplace 

superiors  

Arts graduates including 

media, television and 

film production and 

graphic design, 

photography, history, 

English and fine arts. 

Evaluating the impact of the 

internship program experience on 

graduates, employers and the 

university together with key 

implementation issues. 

The evaluation demonstrated 

that the combination of 

subject knowledge and real-

life workplace experience, 

perhaps via an internship, 

provides a catalyst for future 
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face-to-face 

employers 

interviews, 

evaluations day for 

interns including 

questionnaire.  

innovation, development and 

success. 

Felicen, S, Rasa, L, 

Sumanga, J, & Buted, D. 

(2014) 

Philippines Quantitative –  

survey designed on a 

5-point Likert scale 

209 workplace 

supervisors 

International Tourism 

and Hospitality 

Management students 

studying in areas of food 

and beverage, culinary, 

rooms division and 

travel agencies. 

 

Assess the level of performance 

of the interns in terms of 

knowledge, skills, attitude and 

personality as a result of the 

evaluation by the workplace 

supervisors.  

There was no significant 

relationship between the 

academic performance and 

training performance. 

Academic performance of the 

interns was only satisfactory, 

but the training performance 

was rated as very good. 

Spencer (2007) Australia Qualitative – 

focus groups, 

interviews and 

survey 

questionnaires 

Unspecified number 

of senior legal 

practitioners who 

supervisor law interns. 

Unspecified number 

of final year law 

students. 

Final year law students  Students and workplace 

supervisors’ perspectives on the 

work experience placement.  

Placement preparation for 

students is critical and must 

include guidance and training 

in how to ask for feedback. 

Supervisors need Placement 

preparation on giving 

feedback, managing student 

expectations, being 

approachable and sharing 

their expertise. 

Hold yearly focus groups with 

Placement students to solicit 

feedback to continually 

improve the Placement 

program. 

J. Smith and Smith 

(2010) 

Australia Qualitative - 

interview 

20 industry partners 

from Creative 

Industries including 

Theatre, Creative 

Writing, Visual Arts, 

Music, Web and 

Interactive Design, 

Fashion, Creative 

Advertising and 

Media 

Communications. 

Final year Creative 

Industries undergraduate 

students 

The motivations and concerns of 

the industry partners who make 

their workplaces available for 

student internships. 

Industry partner perspectives 

need to be understood as more 

than external resources that 

informatively support WIL 

provision.  

Workplace supervisors are 

fundamental contributors to 

workplace learning. 
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Rowe et al. (2012) Australia Qualitative - 

systematic literature 

review consulting 80 

publications. 

Not applicable Not applicable  Introduction of the Analysis and 

Reflection Tool to better 

articulate the roles, 

responsibilities and activities that 

an individual host supervisor 

might be expected to fulfil. 

 

 

 

 

The host supervisor clearly 

plays a pivotal and crucial 

part in any form of learning 

through participation. The 

very nature of the task is 

multifaceted and complex. 

Four roles include support, 

education, administration and 

guardianship and each have 

sub roles within them. 

C. Smith et al. (2014) Australia 5 separate studies 

1.On-line survey 5-

point Likert scale 

 

 

2. Mixed methods 

across three time-

lines – 18 item 

qualitative and 2 

open-ended 

questions. 

3. Interviews 

 

 

 

4. Interviews 

 

 

 

 

5. Survey designed 

on a 5-point Likert 

scale 

 

1. 3336 first through 

to final year students 

and multiple 

universities. 

2. 1499 students in 

WIL placements 

 

 

 

 

3. 9 Alumni with 

various qualifications 

 

 

4. 13 employers 

(workplace 

supervisors) who 

participate in WIL 

 

5. 163 employers who 

participate in WIL 

 

1 and 2. Students 

studying a range of 

qualifications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Alumni who 

experienced WIL during 

studies 

 

4. Variety of fields (i.e 

pharmacy and 

engineering). 

 

 

5. Variety of fields (i.e 

pharmacy and 

engineering). 

Assessing the impact of work-

integrated learning on student 

work-readiness. 

WIL placements have an 

impact on student work-

readiness and contribute to 

employability capabilities. 

Impact of placements exceeds 

that of simulation. The higher 

quality the placement the 

greater benefit to student. 

Employers’ role (workplace 

supervisor) is relatively 

under-studied. 

PhillipsKPA (2014) Australia Quantitative – 

survey 

264 Australian 

businesses 

 Examining factors that influence 

employer engagement, or lack of 

engagement in WIL. 

Factors include awareness of 

WIL; lack of familiarity with 

the terminology of WIL; 

larger more established 

businesses are more likely to 

participate; Smaller 

organisations are challenged 

by limited resources to ensure 

quality in the WIL 

experience; Lack of resources 
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and time for supervision of 

students are two main barriers 

to participation; The strongest 

factors encouraging ongoing 

employer engagement in WIL 

are support from universities, 

good personal links with 

universities and effective 

university coordination of 

students.  

Jackson et al. (2015) Australia Mixed methods 

including surveys, 

focus groups and 

student/employer 

evaluations. 

148 employers across 

business areas 

25 business students 

 

Business students Gaining an increased 

understanding of WIL and 

assessing support needed by 

employers to better engage in 

WIL. 

Employers have minimal to 

no understanding of WIL 

offerings at various Business 

Schools; Information came 

from university contacts; 

employers used WIL to 

source talent; employers 

believed work placements 

useful; intermediate managers 

were mostly assigned as 

supervisors to WIL students; 

main barriers to participate 

were capacity to 

mentor/supervise, identifying 

suitable projects and not being 

approached by universities. 

Winchester-Seeto et al. 

(2016) 

Australia Qualitative - 

interviews 

57 university staff and 

host employers 

 The understanding by the 

academic and workplace 

supervisor about each other’s 

roles. 

University staff and 

workplace supervisors have 

limited understanding of roles 

and tasks undertaken by each 

other in the fundamentally 

important areas of education 

and student support. 
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Appendix B - Overview of Core Skills: Employer Importance Versus Employer 

Satisfaction    Comparing Globally and Asia Pacific Perceptions 

Table B provides a comparative analysis of global and Asia Pacific core graduate 

skills as ranked according to employers. The analysis is based on core skills employers 

deem important and employer satisfaction levels of their graduate employees (Chisholm 

et al., 2018). 

Table B  

Graduate core skills: Importance versus satisfaction 

Core skills Importance Satisfaction 

 Global Asia Pacific Global Asia Pacific 

Problem solving 96 98 67 64 

Team work 95 98 80 81 

Communication 95 98 71 69 

Adaptability 92 96 72 72 

Interpersonal skills 92 96 77 78 

Data analysis 89 93 69 67 

Resilience 87 89 58 57 

Organisational 87 82 70 75 

Technical 83 80 78 76 

Subject Knowledge 83 82 74 75 

Creativity 82 87 64 57 

Leadership 77 85 58 57 

Language 73 79 65 68 

Negotiating 71 78 57 55 

Commercial Awareness 53 63 55 51 

Note: Two factors are used to identify deficiencies in skills. The importance factor is a 

measure of how many employers see a skill as important or very important, minus the 

employers who see the skill as not important. The satisfaction factor is a measure of how 

many employers are satisfied or very satisfied with the particular skill in their graduate 

hires, minus the employers who are not satisfied. Where the importance factor is higher 

than the satisfaction factor, there is a ‘skills gap’. 
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Appendix C - Research Relating to Supervisor Behaviour in Chronological Order 

Reference Country Participants Type of organisation Method 

 

Research 

Problem 

Findings 

(Babin & Boles, 

1996) 

U.S.A 261 commissioned 

service employees 

Full-service restaurants Quantitative 

Surveys 

How does 

perceived co-

worker 

involvement and 

supervisor 

support effect 

service provider 

role stress, 

performance and 

job satisfaction? 

Role conflict and role 

ambiguity are 

reduced, thus 

increasing job 

satisfaction, when the 

supervisor provides 

strong and positive 

support and shows 

concern for staff 

(Sosik & 

Godshalk, 2000) 

USA 204 adult students 

enrolled into Masters 

of Management 

program who were 

full-time corporate 

employees. These 

were the protégés. 

204 mentors from 

industry work places. 

85% of mentors were 

managers/supervisors. 

 

Services (22%) 

Manufacturing (17%) 

Financial/Insurance (16%) 

Pharmaceuticals (7%) 

Transportation/Utilities 

(6%) 

Telecommunications (6%) 

Public administration 

(1%) 

Unidentified (25%) 

 

Self-

administered 

questionnaires 

What linkages 

exist between 

mentor 

leadership 

behaviours, 

protégé 

perception of 

mentoring 

functions 

received and 

job- related 

stress. 

Mentor 

transformational 

leadership was 

associated with 

increased protégé 

receipt of mentoring 

functions and reduced 

protégé job-related 

stress. 

(McColl-Kennedy 

& Anderson, 

2002) 

Australia 121 Sales 

Representatives 

Pharmaceutical 

(global) 

Self-

administered 

questionnaires 

Is the effect of 

leadership on 

performance 

fully or partially 

mediated by 

optimism and 

frustration? 

High transformational 

leadership directly 

increases optimism 

and indirectly 

increases 

performance. Low 

transformational 
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leadership can result 

in high levels of 

frustration negatively 

influencing 

employees’ 

performance. 

(Sarin & 

McDermott, 2003) 

U.S.A 26 interviews 

229 surveys 

Team leaders, 

members and 

managers of  

New Product 

Development (NPD) 

teams 

 

Fortune 1000 high-tech 

organisations 

Two-phase data 

collection 

Qualitative data 

– 26 interviews 

with team 

leaders, team 

members and 

new product 

development 

managers 

Quantitative 

data – 229 

surveys 

How do team 

leader 

characteristics 

(management 

style and 

position) affect 

the learning and 

application of 

knowledge in 

NPD teams and 

consequently its 

performance? 

Team leaders exert 

considerable influence 

over NPD team 

leaning and 

knowledge 

application. The more 

members are involved 

in the decision-

making process the 

greater the learning 

within teams. 

(Hughes, 2004) Australia 6 public-sector 

employees  working 

in a new role, 

department or section 

with a supervisor they 

have not previously 

worked with 

Public-sector 

organisations 

Semi-structured 

and open-ended 

interviews 

Exploratory 

study. How do 

supervisors 

influence 

workplace 

learning? 

Supervisors can 

motivate and shape 

learning projects but 

employees have to 

look for support and 

facilitation elsewhere.  

 

(Zhang, Tsui, 

Song, Li, & Jia, 

2008) 

China 545 part-time MBA 

students holding 

middle management 

positions 

A variety of organisations 6-point Likert 

scale 

How do 

employees trust 

in an 

organisation? 

How employees trust 

their organisation is a 

combined and 

synergistic effect of 

the mutual investment 

approach to 

employee-
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organisation relation 

(EOR) and seeming 

support from their 

supervisor. The level 

of trust is determined 

by the level of support 

of the supervisor 

indicating the 

important role played 

by the supervisor in 

EOR.  

(Lambert & 

Hogan, 2009) 

U.S.A 160 correctional staff 

including custody 

officers, supervisors, 

office workers, 

educational staff, 

counsellors, case 

managers, unit 

managers, medical 

staff other areas. No 

administration staff. 

Private correctional 

facility 

5-point Likert 

Scale 

How does 

supervisor and 

management 

support relate to 

job stress, job 

satisfaction and 

organisational 

commitment? 

Both management and 

supervisory support 

are important in 

shaping job stress, job 

satisfaction and 

organisational 

commitment.  

Supervisory support 

has twice the effect on 

job stress than 

management support. 

(Mathisen et al., 

2011) 

Norway 207 employees and 

supervisors in 70 

restaurants 

Restaurants 

 

Self-rates 

questionnaires 

What is the 

relationship 

between 

supervisor 

personality and 

subordinate 

reports of 

workplace 

bullying and 

harassment? 

Most leaders who are 

under high pressure 

may show and 

promote more 

bullying. Under 

conditions of low 

stress, bullying will 

only be activated 

when the supervisor 

has a cold, cynical, 

inconsiderate and 
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unfriendly 

personality. 

(Reio & Sanders-

Reio, 2011) 

U.S.A 272 employees Computer sciences 

company 

5-point Likert 

Scale 

What linkages 

exist between 

supervisor and 

co-worker 

incivility and 

meaningfulness 

engagement, 

safety 

engagement and 

availability 

engagement? 

A large majority or 

participants 

experienced both 

supervisor and co-

worker incivility. 

Females reported 

more frequent co-

worker incivility but 

workers 60-69 

reported less 

supervisor incivility 

than those aged 30-

49. Meaningfulness 

engagement was not 

supported, co-worker 

incivility contributed 

to safety engagement 

and supervisor 

incivility was more 

harmful to availability 

engagement. 

(Burton et al., 

2012) 

U.S.A 98 full-time 

employed MBA 

students and their 

work supervisors 

Not disclosed MBA students 

7-point Likert 

scale with 15 

items of 

measure 

Supervisors 

7-point Likert 

scale with 7 

items of 

measure 

Does exercise 

act as a buffer of 

stress for 

supervisors? 

Exercise buffers or 

minimises negative 

effects of supervisor 

stress on their abusive 

behaviour toward 

their employees.  



215 

(Lau, Lam, & 

Wen, 2014) 

Macau –

southern 

China 

497 school teachers 

and their supervisors 

18 Non-tertiary public (9) 

and private schools (9) 

Questionnaires Do employees 

who feel trusted 

by their 

supervisors 

show positive 

effects towards 

their task 

performance, 

enhanced 

organisation-

based self-

esteem and 

enhanced 

organisational 

citizenship 

behaviour? 

Mixed results. Feeling 

trusted enhanced 

work performance 

and organisation-

based self-esteem 

after controlling for 

Leader-Member 

Exchange. This was 

only the case when 

employees felt relied 

upon, not when their 

supervisor disclosed 

sensitive information. 
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Appendix D - Workplace Supervisor Interview Request – e-Mail Correspondence 

 
Project title: An examination of how relationships between the workplace 

supervisors and business student interns enhance graduate employability: 

Participation in university internship Programs. 

 
Ethics approval: GU Ref No: 2016/906 

Dear _________________________ 

        Name of invitee 

 

Interviews are being conducted by Lynlea Small in her capacity as a Griffith Business 

School PhD candidate. The interviews form part of a research study that examines the 

relationships that develop between the workplace supervisor and university business 

student interns that participate in university internship programs, and how those 

relationships enhance graduate employability. 

The reason you are receiving this e-mail is because you have previously undertaken the 

role of a workplace supervisor for business student interns. You experiences in that role 

are important to the research study. Consequently, you are invited to participate in an 

interview that is expected to take approximately one hour. Should you accept this 

invitation, you can withdraw from this interview at any time should you wish to do so. 

All interviews will be recorded and later transcribed for analysis. Your responses will be 

kept confidential and will be used in such a way that you will not be identified. After 

transcription, all recordings will be erased. Interview transcripts and analysis will be 

retained in a password protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five 

years before being destroyed. All demographic information provided on hard copies will 

be locked in a safe in a locked office at Griffith University for a period of five years before 

being destroyed. 

The Investigators on the Research Study are: 

Professor Ruth McPhail – Chief Investigator – r.mcphail@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28600 

Dr Amie Shaw – Co-investigator – a.shaw@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28760 

Lynlea Small – HDR Candidate – research team member 07) 5552 8230 

l.small@griffith.edu.au 

Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to hearing from you.  
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Appendix E - Student Intern Interview Request – e-Mail Correspondence 

Project title: An examination of how relationships between the workplace 

supervisors and business student interns enhance graduate employability: 

Participation in university internship Programs. 

Ethics approval: GU Ref No: 2016/906 

 

Dear _________________________ 

Name of invitee 

Interviews are being conducted by Lynlea Small in her capacity as a Griffith Business 

School PhD candidate. The interviews form part of a research study that examines the 

relationships that develop between the workplace supervisor and university business 

student interns that participate in university internship programs, and how those 

relationships enhance graduate employability.  

The reason you are receiving this e-mail is because you have previously been a student 

in an Internship Program under the supervisor of a workplace supervisor in your host 

organisation. You experiences are important to the research study. Consequently, you are 

invited to participate in an interview that is expected to take approximately one hour. 

Should you accept this invitation, you can withdraw from this interview at any time 

should you wish to do so. 

All interviews will be recorded and later transcribed for analysis. Your responses will be 

kept confidential and will be used in such a way that you will not be identified. After 

transcription, all recordings will be erased.  Interview transcripts and analysis will be 

retained in a password protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five 

years before being destroyed. All demographic information provided on hard copies will 

be locked in a safe in a locked office at Griffith University for a period of five years before 

being destroyed. 

The Investigators on the Research Study are: 

Professor Ruth McPhail – Chief Investigator – r.mcphail@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28600 

Dr Amie Shaw – Co-investigator – a.shaw@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28760 

Lynlea Small – HDR Candidate – research team member 07) 5552 8230 

l.small@griffith.edu.au 

 

Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to hearing from you. 

  

mailto:l.small@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix F – Participant Information Sheet 

 

An Examination of how Relationships between 

Workplace Supervisors and Business Student Interns 

Enhance Graduate Employability: Participation in University 

Internship Programs 

 

Who is conducting 

the research 

Professor Ruth McPhail – Chief Investigator 

Dr Amie Shaw – Co-investigator 

Lynlea Small – HDR Candidate – member of 

research team 

Department of Employment Relations and Human 

Resources 

07) 5552 8230 

l.small@griffith.edu.au 

Ethics approval: GU Ref No: 2016/906 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

This research is being conducted by Lynlea Small in her capacity as a Griffith 

Business School PhD candidate. The purpose of the research is to examine the 

relationships that develop between the workplace supervisor and university 

business student interns that participate in university internship programs and how 

those relationships enhance the interns’ graduate employability. Prior research 

conducted by Small (2015) found that workplace supervisors are critical to the 

success of internships. However, research involving the workplace supervisor is in 

its infancy in Australia. The workplace supervisor is a relatively understudied 

phenomenon. More research is needed to examine the contribution of the workplace 

supervisor relative to enhancing the employability of university business student 

interns who are soon-to-be graduates. This research partly answers the call.  

 

What you will be asked to do 

Participants will be asked to participate in an interview. Interviews with former 

student interns will be held either at Griffith University on either Gold Coast, Nathan 

or Logan campuses or off campus at a location preferred by the interviewee should 

they no longer be a student. Interviews with workplace supervisors are likely to be 
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held in their workplaces to avoid inconvenience. It is expected that the time 

commitment will be between one hour and two hours in duration.  

 

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

Participants will be identified on the basis of their involvement in university business 

internship programs. Participants will include workplace supervisors of university 

business student interns and their former student interns. As Lynlea Small is a staff 

member in Griffith Business School’s Internship Program and a member of the 

research team, she has identified you as a potential participant in this research study.   

 

The expected benefits of the research 

Your participation in this research study will contribute to increasing knowledge 

about enhancing the employability of university business student interns who 

typically seek employment upon completion of their internship which may align with 

their upcoming graduation. It is hoped that this research will lead to increased 

employability outcomes and acceptable professional outcomes for students who 

participate in university business internship programs.  

 

Risks to you 

There is no foreseeable risk to any individual participating in this research study.  

 

Your confidentiality 

For the purposes of ensuring your confidentiality, all organisation details, personal 

details and other information provided during the interview that could possibly 

identify you will be kept confidential and not be disseminated to any persons outside 

the research team. Please note that while names will be noted, they are only there 

to match up the student intern and workplace supervisor. All information will only be 

used in an aggregated format such that no individual can be identified.  For example, 

students will be referred to as SI_1, SI_2 etc. Workplace supervisors will be WS1, 

WS2 etc. You can withdraw from the interview at any time, should you wish to do so.  

The interviews will be recorded. The recordings will be transcribed. Recordings and 

transcriptions will be locked away in a locked draw in the office of a member of the 

research team. This office is also locked when it is vacated.  

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Participation in this research study is voluntary. You can withdraw at any time with 

no prejudice. Any decision to withdraw will in no way impact with your relationship 

with the researcher or with Griffith University.   
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Questions / further information 

Should you have any questions or concerns, or require additional information about 

this research study, please contact a member of the research team. Contact details 

are below: 

 

Associate Professor Ruth McPhail – Chief Investigator  

(07) 555 28600   r.mcphail@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Amie Shaw – Co-investigator 

(07) 555 28760    a.shaw@griffith.edu.au 

 

Lynlea Small – member of research team 

(07) 555 28230    l.small@griffith.edu.au 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  If potential participants have any concerns or 

complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 

The results will be included in the PhD thesis and it is hoped that publications in high 

ranking journal articles will arise. Potential conference presentation may also be 

sought. The contact details of the research team are above. The proposed 

completion date is March 2019. Should you require access to the results, please 

contact a member of the research team at that time.  

 

Privacy Statement – non disclosure 

“The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 

be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, 

legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified copy of this data 

may be used for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all 

times be safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy 

Plan at   http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-

university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375.” 

mailto:r.mcphail@griffith.edu.au
mailto:a.shaw@griffith.edu.au
mailto:l.small@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
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Appendix G - Participant Consent Form 

Project title: An examination of how relationships between workplace supervisors and 

business student interns enhance graduate employability: Participation in university 

internship Programs. 

 

Ethics approval: GU Ref No: 2016/906 

 

 Interviews are being conducted by Lynlea Small in her capacity as a Griffith Business 

School PhD candidate. The interviews form part of a research study that examines the 

relationships that develop between the workplace supervisors and university business student 

interns that participate in university internship programs, and how those relationships enhance 

graduate employability.  

For the purposes of receiving honest and unbiased feedback, all personal details and other 

information will be kept confidential and not be disseminated to any persons outside the research 

team. All information will only be used in an aggregated format such that no individual can be 

identified.  All interviews will be recorded and later transcribed for analysis. Your responses will 

be kept confidential and will be used in such a way that you will not be identified. After 

transcription, all recordings will be erased.  Interview transcripts and analysis will be retained in 

a password protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being 

destroyed. All demographic information provided on hard copies will be locked in a safe in a 

locked office at Griffith University for a period of five years before being destroyed. You can 

withdraw from this interview at any time should you wish to do so. 

 Your participation in this survey will contribute to emerging research about the workplace 

supervisor of business student interns who participate in university internship programs. This 

research aims to create new knowledge about how relationships that develop between workplace 

supervisors and business student interns enhance the employability of these soon-to-be business 

graduates.  

 By signing and returning this form, you have provided consent for the information 

provided in the interview to be used in the collation of the research findings. A copy of the form 

will remain with you for your records. 

 

________________________________________    ______________________________ 

Signature and date                                                      Please print full name 

The Investigators on the Research Study are: 

Professor Ruth McPhail – Chief Investigator – r.mcphail@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28600 

Dr Amie Shaw – Co-investigator – a.shaw@griffith.edu.au  (07) 555 28760 

Lynlea Small – HDR Candidate – research team member 07) 5552 8230 l.small@griffith.edu.au 

Many thanks for your participation in this important research study. 
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Appendix H - Demographics and Interview Protocol - Workplace Supervisors  

 

1. Your name                                                        

 

2. Please state your gender - please circle 

 

Male                                                                        Female 

 

Other 

 

3. What age group do you fall under? Please circle 

 

<25 25-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 51-55 56-60  61+ 

 

4. What is your highest level of education? Please circle 

 

Year 10        Year 12 

 

TAFE   

➢ Cert II 

 

➢ Cert III 

 

➢ Cert IV 

 

➢ Diploma 

 

➢ Advance Diploma 

 

Undergraduate     Masters 

 

PhD      Other  _______________________ 
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5. How many years have you been in the workforce? Please circle 

 

Less than one year 1-3 4-7 8-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26+ 

 

6. What is your level of management? Please circle 

 

Non-management     Supervisory 

 

Mid-level      Senior-level 

 

Executive      Other___________________ 

 

7. How long have you held this level of management? Please circle 

 

0 years      Less than one year 

1- 3 years      4- 7 years 

8-10 years       11-15 years 

16-20 years     21- 25 years 

26+ years 

 

8. What sector/s were you in at the time of supervising your business student 

intern? 

 

 

_________________________________________________________ 

 

9. How many interns have you supervised? ____________ 
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Interview questions for workplace supervisors 

 

Main RQ: ‘How do the relationships between the workplace supervisor and business 

student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability’? 

 

Meeker’s (1971) Rules (MR) 

 

1. How did you first become a workplace supervisor to business student 

interns? (icebreaker – reciprocity/atruism)  

 

2. Tell me about your role and what is involved in working with an intern. 

(General Q) 

 

3. What things do you take into consideration when deciding on being a 

workplace supervisor for a university student? (Rationality) 

 

4. What skills does a person have to have to be a workplace supervisor 

working with an intern?  (General Q) 

 

5. Typically, how many interns do you supervise at the one time? (General 

Q) 

 

6. Do you notice any competition between the interns or staff when the 

interns are in the office? (status consistency/competition)   A) If yes, how so? 

 

7. Tell me about the interns you have supervised. (General Q) 

 

8. How would you describe your relationship with them as individuals? 

(SET) 

 

9. How do you build a professional relationship with an intern? (SET) 

 

• Reciprocity To give back 

• Rationality Using logic to determine consequence of action including rewards 

• Altruism Maximising benefits to the other party in the exchange  

• Group gain  Benefits are shared collectively  

• Status consistency  Benefits are determined based on the hierarchical status of pa

rticipants. 

• Competition  Maximising the value of benefit for oneself 
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10. Have you developed a stronger relationship with one or more interns than 

with others? (SET) Why do you think that is? 

 

11. Do you still keep in touch with any of your student interns? Why/Why 

not? (SET) 

 

12. What support do you receive from the organisation to carry out your work 

as a workplace supervisor? (General Q) 

 

13. What are the benefits for the organisation when taking on a student intern? 

(status consistency/group gain/altruism/reciprocity) 

 

14. What are the downsides for the organisation when taking on a student 

intern? A) Why do you think they go ahead and partner? (rationality/competition) 

 

15. What are the benefits to your team when taking on a student intern? (group 

gain/altruism/reciprocity) 

 

16. What are the downsides to your team when taking on a student intern? 

(competition) 

 

17. What motivates you to take on this role? (altruism/reciprocity) 

 

18. Do you face any, many challenges or barriers undertaking this role? 

(rationality)  

A) If so what are they? 

 

Employability 

19. What does employability mean to you? 

 

20. How did you assist your student interns to enhance their employability?  

 

21. In your field, what is important to a graduate employer when assessing 

candidates? 

 

22. Did your interns satisfy those assessments? If yes how? If not why not? 
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23. What actions did you notice your students taking to network with staff and 

gain business contacts? 

 

24. Who do you think is responsible for maintaining an individual’s labour 

market value and Why? 

 

25. Is there anything else you would like to tell me or like to say? 

 

Thank you for participating in this interview. 
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Appendix I - Demographics and Interview Protocol - Business Student Interns 

 

1. Your name   ________________________________ 

 

2. Your workplace supervisor’s name  _________________________ 

 

3. What semester/trimester and year was your internship? ________________ 

 

4. Please state your gender - please circle 

 

Male Female Other 

 

5. What age group did you fall under at the time of your internship? Please circle 

 

<25 25-30 31-35 36-40 41+ 

 

6. Did you intern as an Australian resident or international student? Please circle 

 

Australian resident     International student 

 

7. What degree were you studying at the time of your internship? Please circle 

 

Undergraduate      Masters 

 

8. What was you major at the time of your internship? 

(for example, human resource management, marketing, finance, international 

business) 

 

________________________________________________________ 

 

9. Are you currently employed? Please circle 

 

Yes        No 
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10. If you circled no, have you ever been employed? 

 

Yes        No 

 

11. If currently employed, how long have you been employed? Please circle 

 

Never been employed     1 – 11 months 

 

1 – 3 years       4 – 7 years 

 

8 – 10 years      11+ years 

 

12. If previously employed, how long were you employed for? Please circle 

 

Never been employed     1 – 11 months 

 

1 – 3 years       4 – 7 years 

 

8 – 10 years      11+ years 

 

13. If you are currently employed, please circle the type of employment 

 

Casual Part-time Full-time 

 

14. If you are employed, what is your current job? 

 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

15. Does this job align with the degree you are either completing or completed?  

Please circle 

 

Yes        No  
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Interview questions for former student intern 

 

Main RQ: ‘How do the relationships between workplace supervisors and business 

student interns enhance the interns’ graduate employability’? 

 

Meeker’s (1971) Rules (MR) 

 

 

1. Tell me why you wanted to undertake an internship? (ice breaker) 

 

2. Tell me about your internship (ice breaker) 

 

3. How would you describe your workplace supervisor? (general Q) 

 

4. What was her/his role in supervising your internship? (working towards 

focused Qs) 

 

5. How would you describe the professional relationship that developed with 

your WS? (SET) 

 

6. How did that relationship develop? (SET) 

 

7. The literature suggests that being a WS for student interns can be very 

challenging. Why do you think a person would want to take on that role? 

(reciprocity/atruism/group gain) 

 

8. What benefits do you think there are for the organisation that takes on a 

student intern? (status consistency/group gain/altruism/reciprocity) 

 

9. Do you think there are any downsides for the organisation that takes on a 

student intern? A) If so, what are they; and B) why do you think they go ahead 

and partner? (rationality/competition) 

• Reciprocity To give back 

• Rationality Using logic to determine consequence of action including rewards 

• Altruism Maximising benefits to the other party in the exchange  

• Group gain  Benefits are shared collectively  

• Status consistency  Benefits are determined based on the hierarchical status of pa

rticipants. 

• Competition  Maximising the value of benefit for oneself 
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10. Thinking about your work team, what benefits do you think they gained 

from having you in their team? (group gain/altruism/reciprocity) 

 

11. Do you think they were any downsides from you being there? 

(rationality/competition) If so, tell me about them.  

 

12. Can you describe how you benefited from your internship?  

 

13. Do you have examples of any downsides you may have encountered? If 

so,what are they? 

 

14. Having told me about benefits and downsides to the organisation, the 

team, and yourself, what do you think motivates a workplace supervisor to take 

on this role? (altruism/reciprocity) 

 

15. Do you still keep in touch with your workplace supervisor? Why/Why 

not? (SET) 

 

Employability 

16. What does employability mean to you? 

 

17. How did your workplace supervisor assist you to enhance your 

employability?  

 

18. In your field of study, what do you think is important to a graduate 

employer when assessing candidates? 

 

19. Do you think you satisfy those assessments? If yes how? If not why not? 

 

20. The literature suggests that networking is important to build your career, 

what actions did you take to network with staff and gain business contacts during 

your internship? 

 

21. Who do you think is responsible for maintaining an individual’s labour 

market value and Why? 

 

22. Is there anything else you would like to tell me or like to say? 

 

Thank you for participating in this interview. 
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Appendix J – The Role of the Workplace Supervisor – As Explained by Workplace 

Supervisor 

The role of the workplace supervisor as explained by workplace supervisors in this 

research and mapped to Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012 pp. 130-134) 

 

Support roles 

Supporter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Promoter of personal and 

professional development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Counsellor/pastoral care 

 

 

 

 

 

Collaborator with student 

 

 

Colleague with student 

• Mentor 

• Practical guidance 

• Meetings/catch-ups at beginning and end of every day 

• Set aside time 

• Encourage intern to ask questions 

• Answering questions 

• Encourages conversations between intern and workplace     

supervisor 

• General encouragement 

• Build confidence in the intern 

• Build trust with the intern 

• Empower the intern 

• Willingness to take interns 

• Willingness to invest in interns 

• Advocacy for intern 

• Allow for independence but still be there 

 

• Review resume 

• Give advice on job hunting 

• Provide professional development opportunities 

• Provide career advice 

• Act as a referee for a job offer 

• Add then to LinkedIn network 

• Maintain professional relationship when internship ends 

• Provide intern with online resources they should always 

reference and subscribe to, to keep up to date with the real 

issues around the profession. 

• Help develop and learn 

• Know what other skills or training intern may need 

 

 

• Taking time to understand what is going on in intern’s 

world 

• Take time getting to know intern, how they feel & think 

• Include intern in staff group discussion if conversation is 

of value to them 

 

• Share knowledge 

• Willingness to share information 

 

• Give respect to the intern 

• Treat intern as a staff member 

• Invite intern to review processes 
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Education roles 

 

Teacher of technical  

skills and other 

professional/generic 

skills 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monitor 

 

Evaluator/feedback provider 

 

 

Links university and 

workplace 

• Find out their goals, their talents, where their strengths lie, 

and give them tasks that relate to those. 

• Set a project plan to align with the intern’s skillset and 

knowledge.  

• Provide background and context to the project. 

• Facilitate exposure to a large range of experiences within 

their chosen field.   

• Working to deadlines 

• Showing them differing techniques and how they can 

actually integrate into a work environment 

• Provide knowledge in terms of how you translate what 

you have studied into different sectors 

• Enhance problem solving and time management skills 

 

• Make sure the intern stays on track. 

 

• Give constructive feedback 

• Be questioning 

 

• Understand what the university wants 

• Give theory and structure and rules and policy 

Administration/Manager roles 

Responsible for: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manager of student 

experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Induction/Transition 

• Interviews to select the right intern 

• On-board the intern 

• Make sure intern feels comfortable in the work 

environment 

• Health and safety rules and regulations 

• Communicating professional dress 

• Teaching basic office etiquette 

 

Logistics of Placement 

• Find space in the crowded workplace for the student to sit 

• Access to information 

• Access to computers 

 

• Set up the key milestones and what needs to be achieved, 

they can tick to understand whether they’ve met that key 

milestone. 

• Agreement on what outcomes and objectives need to be 

achieved 

• Facilitation role to connect intern with key staff they’ll 

work closest with 

• Coaching intern to understand the scope of the project 

work 

• Project scope is realistic in terms of being achievable in 

the time frames 

• Ensure intern understands what their tasks are for the day 

• Delegate roles down to various people in the office so 

intern gets a different view of how people give 

instructions, teach, etc rather than just one person giving 

them skills. 
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Relationship 

building/maintenance 

 

• Keep intern on internship task when other staff members 

want to pull them away to do menial tasks 

• Manage student expectations 

• Clear and concise delivery of tasks 

• Give meaningful and fulfilling work 

• Make sure both parties are benefiting 

 

• Introduces intern to networking 

• Exposing intern to working across a broad range of 

people 

• Developing a friendship with the intern 

• Mindful of two-way relationship 

 

Guardian roles 

 

Gatekeeper for 

the profession 

 

Contribution to future of the 

profession 

 

• Do something constructive to entice the grads back into 

profession. 
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Appendix K – The Role of the Workplace Supervisor – As Perceived by Student 

Interns  

Business student intern perceptions of the role of their workplace supervisors were 

mapped to the Analysis and Reflection Tool (Rowe et al., 2012, pp. 130-134). 

Support roles 

Supporter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Promoter of personal and 

professional development 

 

 

 

Counsellor/pastoral care 

 

 

 

Collaborator with student 

Colleague with student 

• Mentor 

• Nurturing 

• Practical guidance 

• Touch base with intern frequently 

• Meetings/catch-ups at beginning and end of every day 

• Set aside time 

• Encourage intern to ask questions 

• Show enthusiasm throughout internship 

• Clarify what needs to be done  

• Be available  

• Looked after intern ensure they have enough to do 

• General encouragement 

• Show respect for intern 

• Make intern feel welcome 

• Allow intern to have input 

• Allow for independence but still be there 

 

• Review resume 

• Teach interview skills 

• Provide career advice 

• Assist with university assignments 

 

 

• Help to deal with different personalities within the 

workplace  

 

• No mappings 

 

• Treat intern as a staff member 

 

 

Education 

 

Teacher of technical  

Skills and other 

Professional/generic 

Skills 

Monitor 

 

Evaluator/feedback provider 

 

Links university and 

workplace 

 

 

• Teach new skills 

 

 

 

 

• Make sure the intern stays on track 

 

• Give constructive feedback 

• Conduct exit interview 

 

• Understand what the university wants 
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Administration/Manager 

Responsible for 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manager of student 

experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship 

building/maintenance 

Induction/Transition 

• Interviews to select the right intern 

 

Logistics of Placement 

• Find space in the crowded workplace for the student to sit 

• Access to information 

• Access to computers 

 

• Give projects or tasks to do 

• Help to understand the workplace 

• Provide background and context to the project 

• Set intern on the right path to achieve the goals 

• Guide intern in learning the role and provide information 

needed to successfully develop project 

• Review the content created, have a holistic discussion 

about how it fits into this framework of the organisation,  

• Teach about team and how their work integrates into the 

organisation 

• Facilitation role to connect intern with key staff they will 

work closest with 

• Ensure intern understands what their tasks are for the day 

• Answer questions 

• Be organised 

 

• Create a personal relationship 

• Introduce intern to other staff members 

 

Guardian 

 

Gatekeeper for the profession • No mappings 
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Appendix L – What Does Employability Mean to You – Workplace Supervisors 

Q. What does employability mean to you? – Workplace supervisor response 

Paige_WS-1 99 per cent of the students that come from (University) are already employable 

in some role or other. It’s about getting them to the next step to get them to 

their career goal. 

Hilary_ WS-2 The technical knowledge and the skills that they get from university are taken 

for granted. We look more at the softer skills; communicate effectively, have 

that better interpersonal style, can really relate or build rapport with people 

and the team 

Stephie_WS-3 I want someone who has had a very balanced period during their university 

life – they’ve worked, they’ve studied, they’ve done well, they’ve got 

extracurricular activities beyond going to the bar, they’ve got some values... 

that shows to me you are able to manage and balance multiple and competing 

priorities.  That’s really important. 

Justine_WS-4 Giving them certainly the skills but the mindset and a little bit of background 

understanding to what it is that employers are looking for.   

Noah_ WS-5 Giving the interns an edge that allows them to stand out more in what is a very 

big pool of people these days for most roles.   

Morgan_ WS-6 Communication, able to actually do the job, have a desire to want to progress 

through a career path within local government and open to learning, as well 

and a team player. 

Steven_ WS-7 Someone who gets on and engages with other people and is wanting to do their 

job to the best of their abilities. So it’s getting the right person and the right 

fit and the right mentality and that right work ethic. Wanting a career and not 

just a job. 

Melody_WS-8 Having the right skillset. Aptitude maybe. There’s a whole range of different 

factors involved. 

Julie_ WS-9 Having some workplace experience is very important. Having personality 

attributes that match the job that you’re seeking are quite important. 

Wendy_ WS-10 It’s about the skills and it’s about the attitude. 

Renee_ WS-11 What’s in your bag of tools. Hands-on experience in an organisation, rather 

than just the technical – the theory.  Current skillset. 

Charlotte_WS-12 Employability means to me that they’re ready for the work market 

Marcus_WS-13 I guess you rank everyone on whether or not you would give them a job. Are 

they smart. Culture is a big one, it’s important that you fit in with the team- 

organisational culture. Ability to follow instructions is a big one for us. 

Punctuality is big for us. A lot of different things make up employability.    

Martin_WS-14 Having the right knowledge and skill sets to make a valued contribution to a 

business.  
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Brittany_WS-15 Having the skills and being prepared for the workplace through networking, 

asking lots of questions and being organised and ready. 

Ross_WS-16 Certain skills that you bring with yourself when you start a job, knowledge 

about the organisation, knowledge about the workplace, and knowledge about 

professional respect, working with colleagues and working in a team.  And the 

confidence you learn is part of that employability skill set. 

Neal_WS-17 Knowledge and skills including team work skills, interpersonal skills and 

communication skills. Punctuality and professionalism plus the technical skill 

for whatever it is, the technical role that you’ve employed them for.   

Jillian_WS-18 When a person finishes their degree they’ve got the skills, not necessarily the 

knowledge, but the skills to be a really good member of our team and our 

profession. 

Jackie_WS-19 Hit the ground running in terms of their technical ability, and in terms of 

integrating more widely into the business. I’m more interested in is seeing 

people who have had to juggle both work and study and are still getting the 

same sorts of grades as people who are studying full-time and not working at 

all. 

Cindy_WS-20 Employability comes down to finding the right fit.  And working in this 

environment I've learnt that someone can have an amazing skillset and on 

paper look like they fit but being employable is so much more than that.  It's 

about people. 

 

Figure L- 1 The journey from individual quote to aggregated meaning – workplace 

supervisors 
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Appendix M – What Does Employability Mean to You – Student Interns 

Q. What does employability mean to you? – business student intern response 

Dionne_SI-1 I think it’s being job-ready to go out into the workforce... having all the skills 

and personal attributes and everything that employers deem to be ideal in a 

candidate they want to hire.  Trying to make yourself the best candidate. 

Kyle_SI-2 You’ve got to do reasonably well academically to be attractive to an employer, 

but after that it’s more your soft skills that they’re looking for…I guess they 

judge it by GPA and results…once they know you’re at a certain academic level 

it’s all about your soft skills. 

Adam_SI-3 I think employability is being able to get a job with the knowledge acquired at 

university.  But it’s got to be at the will of the student. 

Anne_SI-4a I think it’s a good mixture of (work) experience, academic background and 

personal attitude…you really need to be engaged and present and then really 

put yourself into the game because no one’s, you know no one’s going to do that 

favour for you and you really got to be your own advocate and stand up for 

yourself and just be there.  

Laurel_SI-4b You have a person, they could have all the necessary qualifications, they could 

have the piece of paper, but it's also the additional things.  You know, the 

experience, their work etiquette and just the way they conduct themselves 

professionally, and I think it's a package. 

Ray_SI-5 Being of the right attitude to work, having the necessary technical skills, being 

motivated, do something good in your career and having in mind that it’s going 

to be helpful to the organisation and going to fit in well with them. 

Celeste_SI-6a I suppose “employability” is about having the correct qualifications to apply 

and receive a job in different industries.  Employability is about how it is that 

you present yourself professionally that an employer will actually be attracted 

to ask you to join their company.  Largely as well, it’s about written 

communication because the initial thing they’ll receive from you is a resume or 

a cover letter and it’s about how you can actually convey yourself as well.  So, 

hard skills and soft skills – a really good mix of them. 

Imogen_SI-6b Employability is the skills and knowledge that I have to acquire employment in 

the area in which I've studied. So it's just the skills and experiences that I have 

that will increase my chances to be employed. 

Josie_SI-7 How well you sort of portray yourself.  So what have you done that would make 

someone want to hire you. 

Halle_SI-8a It means that I am an attractive candidate for an employer, so I’ll be chosen 

above someone else.  I have the skills, the knowledge and experience for a 

position. 

Brody_SI-8b Employability, to me, is being able to have an employer look at you and see you 

as a valued commodity.  Somebody who can bring something to an organisation 

which they may not have.  To bring in, like, a new breath of fresh air and bring 

fresh ideas and have that ability to be able to slot in very easily, and have 

background in certain areas. So, for me as a human resources management 
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student, and also a marketing student, employability would be me being able to 

fit into that organisation quite easy, to have had a, I guess, a background or a 

bit of a…a bit of practical knowledge on how things are done within human 

resources management or marketing.  Yeah. 

Layla_SI-8c Employability is obviously making sure that you can achieve employment in 

your desired field.  Making sure that I stand out from the crowd.  It’s about trying 

to make my resume pop… it’s just about making sure I’m viable, that I’m 

relevant, and I’m employable, basically. 

Alexis_SI-9 They look at that resume…do you have the ability to come in to this role and 

actually to be successful.  Like, can you actually do this for us or can you not? 

They were looking for experience or degree, like, education equivalent…they 

wanted to know that you had a work ethic, so, and they asked me, like, okay, in 

a group assignment what was, your major role in a group project.  So, they 

wanted to know how you worked with other people.  So, I guess that was another 

thing that they look into that make you employable.  So, maybe group 

assignments aren’t that bad. 

Rachel_SI-10 I think it comes down to a person’s attractiveness to an organisation. Their 

previous experience, their attitude, their commitment, their values aligning with 

the organisation’s values.  Work experience, educational experience as well. 

Addison_SI-11 Skills, confidence, socialisation so the ability to talk to people in the industry 

and things like that.  Experience, interpersonal or communication skills to 

open the door to building those relationships. 

Sebastian_SI-12 To be able to be part of a team in a company so that you have the skills and you 

are able to work. So of course, there is people who are more employability than 

others, like, if you have more experience, you know what I mean? 

Elizabeth_SI-13 Transferrable skills, like teamwork and flexibility.  You need industry knowledge 

and job-specific knowledge, but in general I think in any job you need to be good 

with people as clients and your co-workers, plus understanding the nature of 

your workplace culture. 

Dominic_SI-14 Well it means that you have aptitude, personality and experience and knowledge 

and everything like that that fits not just for a company but in general that fits 

with them that they would want to work with you because obviously it’s... you 

work for them, you’re meant to generate more than you put in.  That’s how it 

works with employment and it’s not just knowledge-wise and technical things – 

it’s about the vision and stuff with the company and stuff, depending on how 

developed that company is.  If it’s a massive company and they would want that 

sort of almost like cult-like feeling but if it’s a smaller company I guess it might 

be more technical where the culture isn’t really... the important thing is what 

you can actually do.  So, it depends on like where you’re searching, what job 

you want, what type of employability you would like you to present that for 

yourself. 

Jordyn_SI-15 Being employed by a business and working towards, I suppose, their goals, their 

values, their ethics, maybe working in a team and, yeah, that’d be it I suppose. 

David_SI-16 Someone who can come into a firm and accomplish the task that they desire at 

the highest ability.  So, if someone wants a specific task done by a graduate, they 

want to seek someone – if you can do those hopefully at the best so someone 

who’s more employable, someone who can do those things either faster or 

quicker or just at a higher level. 
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Jonas_SI-17 To be able to be employed, to get a job, having stable financial status and being 

able to showcase what you’ve learned all these years at uni and apply that in 

the workplace. 

Aidan_SI-18 Employability means a bit of a whole package, so it's a mixture of both person 

skills, but it's also about demeanour, and whether they're able to communicate 

well, and present well, all that sort of stuff sort of moulds in to are you I guess 

employable. 

Erika_SI-19 What characteristics and skills and experience do I have that’s going to make 

me stand out and be the most meritorious candidate for that role. 

Alannah_SI-20 Employability is more than just what you may have learnt at university or your 

education… employability is being able to have said you worked with maybe 

community engagement volunteer activities, which has helped develop you as a 

person and you need to understand very clearly what your personal attributes 

are and how they all contribute to a company.  

 

 

 

Figure M- 1  The journey from individual quote to aggregated meaning – student 

interns 
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