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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation explores the institutional practices that shape and inform internships 

within the public relations industry to shed light on the motivations and operating constraints that 

can lead to exploitive internship opportunities. It addresses how universities prepare emerging 

talent and the ways the public relations industry solicits labor. Theoretically informed by 

political economy of communication and cultural studies, this research builds on several key 

precepts, including creative autonomy, invisible labor, exploitation and practices of resistance, 

power dynamics within social structures, and investigates how hegemony is exercised through 

relations of power and consent. 

The investigation is pursued through three entry points: A textual analysis of PR News 

examines how trade publications influence the professional identities of PR practitioners to 

understand how the industry constructs the ideal public relations employee. This study argues PR 

News creates interoffice conflict between generations of professionals centered on the topic of 

professional development. Next, an institutional analysis of internship advertisements at the top 

25 communications firms provides insights on how the culture industries solicit student workers, 

illicit emotional responses to the media text, exploit the ontological rewards of future 

employment, and governance structures that may conceal forms of exploitation. Lastly, in-depth 

interviews with interns shed light on how these young laborers negotiate creativity within 

corporate governance structures, as well as intern’s motivations to work without compensation.  

The conclusion summarizes findings, implications, real world applications, suggestions 

for future interns, as well as offers areas for future scholarship. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Questions regarding the ethical standards of corporations paid and unpaid internship programs 

within the culture industries have come to the fore in recent years, especially with the rise in 

litigation, such as million-dollar class action lawsuits by ex-interns who claim that companies 

like Hearst Corporation, Fox Searchlight, and NBC Universal violated state labor laws. Intern 

scandals also have populated media headlines throughout the past few decades, including the 

death of 21-year-old Bank of America intern Moritz Erhardt, which prompted the bank to review 

working conditions for junior employees. In professional sports, basketball prospect Darius 

Bazley chartered a new path to the NBA when he rejected a scholarship to Syracuse University 

in favor of a $1 million internship in October 2018 at New Balance. In Washington, D.C., 

conspiracy theories surrounded the deaths of government interns Chandra Levy and Lori 

Klausutis. In addition, questions arise from imbalances of power and sexual misconduct, such as 

cases of former White House intern Monica Lewinsky’s relationship with President Bill Clinton 

to former “Today” show intern Addie Collins Zinone, the first woman to allege transgressions 

against NBC host, Matt Lauer. While litigation and scandals earn headlines, culture industry 

scholarship, with a few exceptions, has been slow to examine the potential exploitative working 

conditions and unpaid labor within the field of public relations.  

Jim Frederick (1997) claimed the culture industries exploited the unpaid labor of 

overqualified and unprotected young workers. He outlined flawed media institutions where serial 

interns undertook costly unpaid internships in order to be considered for future paid positions, 

citing the cultural (or glamour) industries as the worst abusers of intern labor: “The glamour 

titans will have all the free labor they will ever need. And in a world where we are forced to 
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mortgage pieces of our soul every day, we are increasingly going to have to give it away for 

free” (Frederick, 1997, p. 58). Some culture industry scholars have argued that research should 

focus on the ideological aspects of labor, whether it be aspirational women on social media 

platforms – blogs, YouTube, and Instagram (Duffy, 2013; Duffy, 2015); managing personal risks 

by accepting creative jobs with booming start-up ventures in New York’s emerging Internet 

industries or Silicon Valley in California, particularly during the dot-com boom of the 1990s 

(Neff, 2012); or, simply, “hope labor” as a secondary motivation for workers to enhance job 

prospects by sampling potential employers through voluntary (e.g., un- or under-compensated 

work) online social production (Kuehn & Corrigan, 2013). Yet despite this diverse pool of work, 

scholars have tended to overlook the majority of college students’ experiences in journalism, 

public relations, television, or music. To address this absence, culture industries research must 

shift its focus from the few glamorous aspects of the industry—the million-dollar social media 

influencers on Instagram or fashion designers in Milan— to the majority of young laborers 

seeking credibility and professional experience. This dissertation intends to bring into relief the 

quotidian experiences of students who write news releases for their university’s corporate 

communications office, craft tweets on a computer shared by four interns for a media start-up, or 

lug film equipment for network talent on investigative journalism assignments. While high-

profile cases may generate newspaper sales, boost network ratings or website traffic, scholarship 

has been slow to investigate how the culture industries solicits student labor and the role students 

play as they enter existing networks of power within corporate cultures.  

I follow Mark Banks’ (2010) rationale for favoring the term cultural industry over 

creative, noting that while used interchangeably, culture industry refers to advertising, television, 

film, radio, music, and fashion sectors where activities involve the aesthetic or symbolic 
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production of goods and services. Laborers create commodities valued for meaning inherent in 

images, symbols, or sounds. More importantly, the discourses surrounding creative work within 

the culture industries is often portrayed as fun, glamorous and an opportunity for laborers to “do 

what they love” (Duffy, 2015). Public relations work is indeed cultural industry work. As 

renowned PR scholar Lee Edwards (2012, p. 439) noted, “the impact of public relations on the 

cultural and social environment, and its potential to shape tastes and dispositions, is more direct, 

significant and visible than ever before and merits attention.” However, defining the role, 

function, and PR practitioner responsibilities has created ideological confusion among those 

outside the discipline because the PR industry converges with several communication sectors, 

such as advertising and marketing. Practitioners and scholars have attempted to change 

perceptions of the field from its seedy roots.  

Grunig and Hunt (1984) defined the PR industry as a management function focusing on 

the strategic communication between an organization and its publics. This definition aimed to 

shift the narrative of PR as an ancillary communication strategy and promote practitioners to a 

“seat at the table” among an organization’s dominant coalition. Simply, Grunig and Hunt were 

performing PR for the PR industry that was entrenched with negative overtones stemming from 

its historical foundation of P.T. Barnum and “publicity spin.” In addition, negative perceptions of 

the industry persist, including journalist’s negative attitudes toward PR and its practitioners 

(Spicer, 1993). Shannon A. Bowen (2003) highlighted a Public Relations Society of America 

(PRSA) study that found PR practitioners attempted to distance themselves from negative 

connotations of the term “public relations” through the use of new titles, including public affairs, 

corporate communications, and investor relations (p. 200). Within this study, participants 

majored in several media professions while interning for PR organizations. PR and marketing 
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communication agencies solicited labor for a variety of internal positions, including consumer 

brand marketing, integrated communication, health communications, social media, and gaming. 

To further complicate the PR industry’s identity, media professions like journalism, advertising, 

marketing and public relations converged during recent economic recessions while adapting to 

participatory media platforms (Deuze, 2007). In sum, PR’s sordid history has led scholars and 

practitioners to distance themselves from the term “public relations.” Media convergence and a 

variety of titles for the practice has created ideological confusion of the interconnected role of 

public relations and related fields within the broader cultural industries.  

Several of this study’s participants were drawn to the field in part to PR discourses and 

the industry’s representations in popular culture, citing television shows and films, including 

Scandal, Sex and the City, and The Devil Wears Prada. Karen S. Miller (1999) examined film 

and fiction representations of PR and its practitioners in the United States from 1930 to 1995. 

While noting the profession is not the first occupation to be vilified in the media and that positive 

portrayals of professionals are available, Miller (1999) concluded: “Practitioners are usually 

depicted as skilled in the sense that they are effective, but they are also often cynical, greedy, 

isolated, unfulfilled, obsequious, manipulative, or intellectual lightweights” (p. 23). Carol Ames 

(2010) follow-up study concluded that the image of PR professionals in Hollywood films has 

improved from 1996 to 2008, concluding practitioners are more credible, respected and 

influential, and PR work is more valued and better understood by the general public. Ames 

attributes this change in public perception to increased television exposure of the profession 

within established series like Spin City with a “likable public information staff running public 

interference for a blustering and inept New York mayor,” and glamorous portrayals of PR in Sex 

in the City (p. 169). As part of The Image of the Journalist in Popular Culture Project (IJPC), Joe 
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Saltzman, professor of journalism at USC Annenberg and director of the IJPC, examined the 

image of PR practitioners in film and television programs from 1901 to 2011. After analyzing 

222 films and 105 programs, Saltzman (2012) found the image of practitioners shifted from the 

early 20th century of press agents as “grasping, I’ll-do-anything-for-publicity, stunt managers” to 

a more positive “professional executives working for a private business, corporation, or 

individual client” (p. 6). These media representations may influence college students’ perception 

of the field. Bowen (2003) found new and potential PR majors had negative preconceptions of 

the PR industry, believing it was an “easy major,” a “glamorous” career working with the media 

and special events, and a “fun” job building relationships with people. Bowen argues that her 

participants had a constricted view of the industry, linking PR to media relations and special 

event planning as a primary role, while unaware of strategic management and research functions. 

As one of Bowen’s participants argued: “I thought (the PR class) would be fun, but it is too hard 

with confusing models and all of this stuff to memorize. Nobody expects public relations to be a 

hard class!” (p. 204). Similarly, participants in this study selected PR after sampling business, 

chemistry, journalism and other majors. They also held the belief that PR was a glamorous 

profession to network, socialize and host events with celebrities and influencers.  

In my study, participants are enrolled or recent college graduates. As such, this study will 

not include “returnship” participants: women who voluntarily leave their jobs for extended 

amounts of time to raise children or elderly guardians and enroll in internship programs seeking 

relevant experience to update their resumes and return to full-time employment (Lam, 2017). 

Rather, the participants are college students who have previously completed or are currently 

participating in internships to investigate how universities prepare emerging talent and the public 

relations agencies solicit labor, while considering hegemonic conditions and the tension between 
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ideology and lived experience. Interns are among the precarious workforce comprised of the 

Yelp.com reviewers and SB Nation bloggers or “hope laborers” (Kuehn & Corrigan, 2013) and 

the “aspirational” laborers or female digital cultural producers in beauty, fashion, and retail who 

perform activities in exchange for social and economic capital (Duffy, 2015). As participants had 

a myriad of experiences laboring in the culture industries, it is important to situate intern work.  

My critique will utilize The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) 

recommended definition of internships1:  

An internship is a form of experiential learning that integrates knowledge and theory 

learned in the classroom with practical application and skills development in a 

professional setting. Internships give students the opportunity to gain valuable applied 

experience and make connections in professional fields they are considering for career 

paths; and give employers the opportunity to guide and evaluate talent. 

 

This definition of internships provides unifying guidelines about a student’s experiential 

learning component of their college education while not relying primarily on the objectives of 

either students, colleges and universities, or employers. NACE recommended this definition to 

the Department of Labor to revise the Fair Labor Standards Act criteria to more adequately 

address the issue of students and unpaid labor (Greenfield, 2018), particularly following Ross 

Perlin’s (2011) exposé on the rapid growth of unpaid internships as illegal and unethical under 

U.S. law. Furthermore, unpaid interns perform work previously done by entry-level paid staff, 

resulting in employers misclassifying “interns” (De Peuter, Cohen, & Brophy, 2012; Schwartz, 

 

1 NACE: Position Statement: U.S. Internships. Accessed at http://www.naceweb.org/about-

us/advocacy/position-statements/position-statement-us-internships/ 
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2013; Yamada, 2016). The U.S. Labor Department revised its definition of what constitutes an 

employee and established new rules of a “primary beneficiary test” to the Fair Labor Standards 

Act (FLSA) in January 2018 (U.S. Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division, 2018). The 

new “primary beneficiary test” is a subjective analysis of the circumstances that determines if an 

intern or student is actually an employee and entitled to a minimum wage and overtime pay 

while working for “for-profit” employers under FLSA (Greenfield, 2018). Further, Fact Sheet 

#71 also includes a new factor courts consider as part of the test: the internship is conducted 

without entitlement to a paid job at the conclusion of the internship (U.S. Department of Labor, 

Wage and Hour Division, 2018).  If federal regulation is designed to protect labor from 

becoming an object of commerce, particularly Fact Sheet #71 of the U.S. Wage and Hour 

Division provisions, this new criteria has the potential for students to become serial interns in 

search of a formal employment arrangement.  

In addition to citizen journalists or unpaid reality television participants, college students 

are among the contingent laborers in a globalizing communication economy marked by 

flexibility, outsourcing, declining unionization, and a shift from full-time entry-level salaried 

positions to employment without security and lax labor regulations (Shade & Jacobson, 2015). 

But how does the relationship between students and the culture industries emerge? Students 

respond to employment and internship postings seeking enthusiastic, creative workers who are 

beginning their careers and in dire need of professional experience to learn socialization skills 

and sample potential careers. And the job responsibilities at internship sites vary considerably. 

Some organizations assign interns with creative research projects that culminate in a presentation 

for executives. Other companies may limit students to administrative work. Michelle Rodino-

Colocino and Stephanie Berberick (2015) conducted focus groups with former PR interns and 
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identified the mundane tasks performed by student laborers as “bitch work.” The “bitch work” of 

administrative tasks like filing paperwork or answering phone calls conflicts with self-branding 

discourses designed to empower interns entering the workforce. As digital natives, college 

students are encouraged to be creative throughout the content production process by establishing 

themselves as an indispensable brand to combat the risks of unemployment in a competitive 

marketplace (Banet-Weiser & Arzumanova, 2012; Cohen, 2015; Marwick, 2013). In addition, 

corporate governance structures may also hinder student’s creative autonomy by implementing 

internship programs geared toward menial tasks instead of offering intern’s projects that 

showcase individual talents (Perlin, 2011; Rodino-Colocino & Berberick, 2015; Ross, 2013). 

The result is an indistinguishable portfolio and a potential career as a serial intern entrenched in a 

precarious work lifestyle. The cumulative effect of precarious work is the devaluation of labor, 

wage depression, and a gig economy where students have few expectations from their employers 

(de Peuter, Cohen, & Brophy, 2012). In sum, college students are among a vulnerable population 

of precarious workers who apply for so-called glamorous positions with employers who pledge 

to champion their creative autonomy, while the legal system irons-out labor standards for 

students whose creative contributions in the digital economy merits a paycheck.  

In this dissertation, I examine the institutional practices that shape and inform public 

relations internships to shed light on the motivations and operating constraints that lead to 

exploitive internship opportunities. To build upon internship and culture industry scholarship, 

my research focuses on traditional college-aged students interning in the culture industries 

through the critical lens of political economy of communication and cultural studies theories 

using institutional analysis, textual analysis and in-depth interviews. By understanding students’ 

motivations to develop their professional portfolios, governance structures at the internship site, 
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and how cultural artifacts define the ideal professional entering the workforce, scholars can craft 

strategies to empower these individuals to position themselves for opportunities that enhance 

their employment prospects in a competitive digital environment.  

To study the practices and underlying politics that shape contemporary public relations 

internships and the constraints that may hinder students’ success, my research questions are:  

RQ1: How do the culture industries solicit intern labor?  

RQ2: How do cultural artifacts, particularly industry trade publications, define the ideal 

aspiring professional? How do the culture industries extract value from student laborers? 

RQ3: What motivates interns to produce content for organizations if they are not working 

for a paycheck?  

RQ4: In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of 

management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact does 

corporate bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy? 

 

These questions aim to examine the construction of interns and how these individuals comport 

themselves to industry expectations, as well as the role the culture industries play in defining 

valued skillsets and best practices for intern governance. The second question focuses on the 

industry perspective and how culture industries “talk among themselves” to solicit new talent, 

desired skillsets required to transition from college to a professional setting, and how best to 

extract value from young laborers at the work site. While the first three questions directly align 

to the primary analytical chapters, the fourth question synthesizes these chapters by highlighting 

and contrasting representations of ideal conditions perpetuated within the industry and the actual 

lived experiences of current workers. By considering these questions, I hope to provide a more 
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coherent understanding of the internship process from the moment students are exposed to 

internships, navigate corporate cultures from socialization to completion, and the assignments 

that, in theory, build a competitive portfolio during their entry-level industry experiences. These 

questions are important because the answers may help shed light on how the public relations 

industry cultivates talent, the role trade publication can play in the construction of ideal 

professionals, and the way internships are structured to prepare and socialize young workers into 

the profession, all of which I provide further description below. In sum, these questions will 

address my overall thesis statement: Institutional practices may contribute to potential exploitive 

working conditions for college interns who grant consent to this relationship when these 

individuals adopt neoliberal and self-branding ideologies.  

Why Does this Research Matter? 

In terms of overall context to situate this dissertation, it’s important to explore the PR 

industry beginning in the late 1990’s during a period where the field confronted the question of 

how to properly prepare undergraduates for their future career. The main concerns centered on 

how to cultivate talent from college campuses, the structure of the undergraduate curriculum, and 

the value this emerging workforce, including interns, can add to organizations. While some 

proponents advocated for internships to be an essential component for professional development, 

other research highlighted how culture industries internships are a race to the bottom: workers 

contribute thousands of unpaid hours during potentially exploitative internship experiences for 

an institution riddled with inequality, all of which may hinder an individual’s chances to earn 

full-time employment. Lastly, trade publications discourses were found to provide unrealistic 

expectations of the profession and positioned the industry as “fun” corporate cultures.  
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This research focuses on the job-readiness of college graduates: how their curriculum 

prepared them for future industry careers. It explores the potential for exploitation in PR 

internships, such as a participant who was required to sand and paint her site supervisor’s desk at 

the work site. This work addresses the privileged inequities baked into unpaid internships, 

particularly participants who were unable to intern without compensation, the part-time jobs 

needed to fund these experiences, and how these individuals navigated internship postings to 

secure meaningful paid opportunities. Trade publications examine the undermining of labor 

markets as the PR industry shifted from paid internship experiences to relying upon unpaid serial 

interns due to an economic recession. Lastly, it provides insight into how academics can be good 

stewards of intern labor to help create valuable, non-exploitative experiences for their students. 

Cultivating Talent in the Public Relations Industry   

 One question that plagued the PR industry during the late 1990s was what constituted the 

ideal aspiring public relations professional (“University’s Move to Eliminate PR Undergrad 

Program Divides Profession,” 1998)? The debate surfaced when the University of Maryland 

voted to abolish its undergraduate PR sequence to strengthen its graduate program. According to 

U.S. News and World Report, Maryland’s Public Relations program was ranked first nationally 

in 1998. This debate centered on education: Maryland PR majors championed the effort for the 

program’s reinstatement and claimed they needed a more focused PR curriculum, not broadened 

media skills. Maryland’s College of Journalism's Dean Reese Cleghorn, a 30-year journalism 

veteran, favored more in-depth journalism studies, including creating tracks in science and 

business journalism. While Cleghorn advocated for a journalism, PR industry insiders called for 

radical change of the curriculum. Frank Mankiewitz, vice chairman of Hill & Knowlton's 

Washington, D.C., Public Affairs Practice, said "most undergraduates who have a degree in 
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public relations have prima facie evidence that they've wasted their time” (“University’s Move to 

Eliminate PR Undergrad Program Divides Profession,” 1998).  

Education plays a critical role in the construction of the ideal PR professional. While 

some students earned bachelor’s degrees before entering the industry, other practitioners were 

expected to learn on the job because these new workers entered from ancillary fields like 

journalism and marketing. Damion Waymer and colleagues (2018) focused their study on the 

organizational socialization experiences of former PR students to assess the impact of PRSSA, 

mentors, and classroom demographic composition on their professional development and current 

careers. During interviews with predominantly underrepresented racial and ethnic young 

professionals, the researchers claim respondents benefited from writing-intensive courses and 

experiential learning courses where students worked on campaigns with actual clients (p. 122). 

However, their undergraduate PR curriculum lacked technical skills in social media planning and 

analytics, graphic design and video editing which they perceived as necessary to aid the 

transition from college to the workplace. In terms of social skills, respondents felt unprepared to 

interact with professionals on the job market and that their college or university lacked 

networking events with industry professionals and alumni who could have served as mentors (p. 

124). In an industry that relies extensively on intern labor, I explore how the industry articulates, 

rationalizes and positions these workers as valuable employees and valuable sources of labor. In 

addition, in-depth interviews with current students and recent graduates will address motivations 

to pursue careers within the culture industries, coursework and college preparation, as well as 

internship experiences in PR, television, radio, and journalism. The lived experience of interns 

will shed light on professionalization strategies implemented by these individuals to develop 

quality portfolios, network, and earn full-time employment opportunities.  
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Trade Publications: PR News 

Public relations trade publications are penned by members of the profession with an ideal 

goal of crafting best practices. This format features diverse voices who opine creative ways to 

improve specific aspects of the industry, ranging in topics from social media to crisis 

communication. These texts target management and aspiring PR professionals with information 

designed to construct the ideal employee from onboarding through continued professional 

development programs. However, complications may surface when trade articles target a specific 

audience while neglecting peripheral publics who are directly impacted by the content. Maureen 

Taylor and Michael L. Kent (2010) explored how students are being socialized into the PR 

profession through a content analysis of social media content in the Public Relations Society of 

America’s (PRSA) publication, “Public Relations Tactics,” a monthly newspaper on industry 

trends and best practices designed to improve practitioner’s skills and stay competitive in a 

changing digital ecosystem. While noting that students may not read this publication, regardless 

if it’s free for dues-paying members of PRSA, Taylor and Kent (2010) examined how the use of 

social media discourses may influence student’s expectations and potential uses of this new 

media in the PR industry and found little evidence to corroborate the publication author’s claims 

of social media effectiveness. In addition to learning from friends and family or participating in 

internships or other experiential learning opportunities, Taylor and Kent (2010) conclude that 

reading trade publications stories can mislead individuals about the profession. Specifically, the 

trade articles studied privileged the power of social media as a valuable public relations tool with 

its ability to extend access to target audiences, message monitoring, and two-way communication 

with publics. However, seasoned PR professionals who crafted these articles failed to support 

their claims beyond anecdotes and self-reported data. Taylor and Kent (2010) contend that these 
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messages can influence student’s understanding of the profession, telling a story that public 

relations are easy and fun (“Get Yourself A Tweet New Job” was one headline), while offering a 

false impression of social media’s value and underestimating the time commitment to 

successfully utilize it as a communication tactic (p. 212). Organizational communication scholar 

Stephanie L. Dailey (2016) investigated internships as a form of anticipatory socialization where 

newcomers learn about roles and identify with prospective organizations prior to earning full-

time employment. Dailey summarized accounts that hindered a sense of belonging, including 

organizations that viewed internships as a training ground or preview to earn full-time 

employment, or, simply, labeling students as “interns” during introductions degraded their 

organizational status. Dailey’s (2016) research suggests internships may in fact hurt recruitment 

efforts as participants discovered a lack of organizational fit or choice of vocational field.  

This study examines the industry trade publication PR News, one of the leading 

publications in the PR, communications, and marketing industry with more than 75,000 unique 

monthly visitors to its website, as well as a database of over 180,000 subscribing working 

professionals. I argue that PR News creates interoffice conflict between generations of 

professionals centered on the topic of professional development. Since the break of the 

millennium, PR News texts outline steps for management to implement professional 

development programs, which are typically slanted from a business perspective. The 

counterargument educates aspiring professionals on ideal working conditions: seek internship 

sites that pay for their labor (Siebert & Wilson, 2013; Thompson, 2014; Weissmann, 2013), offer 

creative workstations (Neff, 2012; Rodino-Colocino & Berberick, 2015; Shade & Jacobson, 

2015), and provide a plethora of opportunities to “do what you love” (Duffy, 2015). Specifically, 

articles written for management focus on tips for implementing internship or mentoring 
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programs, improving entry-level workers’ administrative skills and aid the socialization process 

into the PR industry. Conversely, articles targeting entry-level employees or college 

undergraduates aim to empower these individuals through self-branding discourses (Cohen, 

2015; Duffy & Hund, 2015; Hearn, 2008). These texts encourage aspiring PR professionals to 

embrace neoliberal discourses and labor to benefit the individual, not the corporation, by 

optimizing their digital skills to produce content and create value at an agency, corporation or 

nonprofit organization; risks for obtaining future employment resides in their “digitally-inclined” 

hands. Trade publication discourses are valued by industry insiders for their insights about 

socialization into the realities of the profession, a 24/7 work culture where employees are 

expected to continuously update skills, as well as learn industry best practices concerning 

employee roles and responsibilities. The result, I contend, is that management incorporates 

internship or development programs that differ from the motives of entry-level employees.  

Internships: The Culture Industries Race to the Bottom  

This study’s participants are among the 3 million people who start their first year of 

college each year in the United States (Thompson, 2014). A NACE survey of 2017 college 

graduates reported that nearly 60 percent of respondents had an internship during their time in 

school, compared with almost 50 percent in 2007 (NACE Job Outlook, 2018). Based on these 

rough estimates, approximately 7.2 million college students completed at least one internship 

prior to graduation, a ratio consistent with figures featured in “Intern Nation” (Perlin, 2011). 

Calculating a total number of interns or available internships is difficult because many college 

students participate in internships without approval from their college career offices and 

employers fail to advertise all available internship opportunities, which creates conflicts in terms 

of social mobility and privileged access (Edmondson, 2018). In terms of the Class of 2019, a 
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NACE survey found 57.5 percent of students who completed an internship received a job offer, 

while 43.7 percent of seniors who did not intern were offered employment upon graduation; 

furthermore, 66.4 percent of 2019 graduates who had a paid internship received a job offer, while 

less than 44 percent of unpaid interns were offered a position (NACE Student Survey, 2019). 

Shade and Jacobson (2015) examined unpaid internship experiences with Canadian women in 

the creative sector in New York and Toronto to provide insight on intern’s experiences, 

perceptions of the legal status of unpaid internships, and the rise of activism centering on the 

digital labor debate. While students take unpaid internships to gain professional experience and 

obtain a competitive advantage for paid positions in a challenging job market, Shade and 

Jacobson (2015) argue that internships are marked by class differences: family support allows 

students to take unpaid internships and gain professional experience as lower class students 

simply cannot afford to work for free. Political economy of communication seeks to understand 

these types of consequences for representation and access to consumption (Fenton, 2007).  

To provide one example, the United States government’s internship program is a 

mechanism that politically influences community relationships. This institution forces students 

into survival mode due to the primarily unpaid internship opportunities available in both Senate 

and House of Representatives, where the burden of risk is placed on students to self-fund 

housing, meals, and travel expenses, while paying his or her university summer tuition fees to 

earn college credits (Edmondson, 2018; Eliahou & Zdanowicz, 2018; Shepherd, 2016). 

According to a 2015 study, 93 percent of top Senate staff members were white; in the House of 

Representatives, 82 percent of chiefs of staff and 77 percent of legislative directors were white 

(Edmondson, 2018). While the Senate allocated $5 million to compensate its interns beginning in 

October 2018 and the House weighs similar funding, competitive internships in Washington, 
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D.C. impede access for low-income students and benefit wealthy students who reap opportunities 

to network with legislators and lobbyists and gain industry experience, which makes them more 

attractive job candidates (Eliahou & Zdanowicz, 2018). This structure of power produces future 

government representatives from former interns who come from wealthy backgrounds; thus, 

poor students are unable to access these internships due to financial constraints inherent in the 

system, which also limits their opportunities to become future political leaders.  

If we consider internships as commodities, a PEC approach will shed light on the 

opportunities for different groups in the population who have access to them, especially if access 

depends on cost (Fenton, 2007). The results of a survey of management students by McHugh 

(2017) suggest that interns with lower socio-economic status who complete unpaid internships 

are more likely to be unsatisfied with their internship experience. However, Binder, Baguley, 

Crook, and Miller (2015) examined internship experience and background characteristics to 

estimate internship effects for different student groups. While controlling for prior academic 

achievement, Binder and colleagues found that internships have a crucial effect on subsequent 

academic outcomes for both advantaged and disadvantaged students. More importantly, female 

students benefited more from undertaking an internship than male students, academic programs 

without internships carry an academic disadvantage, and all students from all subject areas are 

likely to reap benefits of internships (Binder et al., 2015, p. 82).  McHugh (2017) explored the 

relationship that compensation, supervisor mentoring and support, and job characteristics, such 

as task goal clarity and autonomy, have on intern outcomes. Challenging previous results on 

unpaid internships, McHugh (2017) found paid internship had higher developmental value than 

unpaid internships, which suggests the likelihood that the intern learned new skills, experienced 

more challenging work, and gained clarity surrounding career and employment goals (p. 376). 
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Admittedly, internships do offer a range of benefits for those students who can afford to gain 

professional experience in lieu of a paycheck. However, Perlin (2011) noted the lack of benefits 

of unpaid internships.  

How much time and energy are young laborers willing to invest to enhance their 

employment prospects? Siebert and Wilson (2013) found that students and graduates were 

willing to commit up to one thousand hours of free work as interns to gain industry experience. 

Further, if interns subscribe to the ideology that unpaid work leads to expectations of paid work, 

and the promise of paid opportunities is broken, considering more than half of interns are not 

offered full-time employment after completion, the current internship system can lead to an 

erosion of trust and tensions within the culture industries (Siebert & Wilson, 2013, p. 718). To 

fill the gap between a college degree and full-time employment, many recent graduates are 

competing for internships within the culture industries, and less than one-third receive pay 

(Poppick, 2015). College students and recent graduates who cannot afford to intern for free 

become un-or-under employed. Digital technology and corporate restructuring contributed to 

contingent employment in the PR industry. Smith (2010) highlights several trends that lead to 

employment insecurity and labor market transformations that created a contingent workforce of 

over 12 million American workers employed on a temporary basis and the role external market 

forces contributed to alternative career paths, including portfolio or project-based occupations, 

that are a product of the Internet and corporate restructuring. While the overall unemployment 

rate in America is 3.7 percent in September 2018, the unemployment rate for bachelor’s degree 

graduates ages 20-24 are 6.4 percent (Bureau of Labor Statistics). In addition, the hiring rates 

projected for the Class of 2018 over the Class of 2017 is an expected decrease of (-)1.3 percent 

(NACE Job Outlook, 2018). Abigail Hess (2017) noted approximately 70 percent of graduates 
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leave with student debt; borrowers in their 20s pay an average monthly loan payment of $351 in 

an attempt to trim an average student loan debt balance of over $22,000. Nunley, Pugh, Romero, 

and Seals (2016) used experimental data from a resume audit to assess impact of different 

college majors and internship experience on job opportunities. While applying exclusively to 

business-related jobs, internship experience improved employment opportunities, especially for 

non-business majors and students with prior indicators of high academic ability. Job seeking 

applicants with internship experience, which was obtained while earning a college degree, had an 

interview rate approximately 14% higher than those without internship experience (p. 44). 

Guarise and Kostenblatt (2018) found that students who completed one or more paid internships 

reduced the amount of time to secure employment post-graduation and a higher first-position 

salary than students who completed unpaid internship; specifically, students who completed paid 

internships landed their first job within 3 months of graduations while unpaid interns averaged 3-

6 months on the job market before being hired. In addition, paid interns earned a higher first-

position salary ($2,082 higher) than students who did not intern and students with unpaid 

internships found jobs more quickly and with higher starting salary than those with zero 

internships. Unpaid interns earned $8,000 less in their first position than students who completed 

all paid internships (Guarise & Kostenblatt, 2018). In sum, recent college graduates face a stiff 

job market with dim hiring prospects, while incurring mounting student loan debt. Paid interns 

earn higher salaries and secure employment faster than unpaid interns; however, unpaid interns 

land their first paid positions quicker than students who did not participate in internships. In the 

culture industries, internships may not provide significant benefits to bridge education and full-

time paid employment. 
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The internship issue is particularly salient for students in communications, fine arts, and 

design programs (de Pueter et al., 2012). Regardless of major, unpaid interns fared the same or 

worse on the job market compared to non-interns across a variety of fields (Weissmann, 2013). 

For communications majors, data for paid internships compared with communication majors 

who did not complete an internship is nearly identical for hiring rates; however, hiring rates 

actually dropped significantly for students who completed unpaid internships (Weissmann, 

2013). Communication majors are among the students primarily competing for the glamorous 

positions within the culture industries who have fared worse in terms of employment prospects 

simply by completing an internship rather than not participating at all (Weissmann, 2013). In 

fact, according to a three-year study by NACE on graduating seniors in 2013, communication 

majors who did not intern received offers for full-time employment post-graduation at a rate of 

nearly 40 percent, while unpaid interns received an offer of paid employment less than 30 

percent of the time. In addition, former unpaid interns were offered less salary than those 

individuals with zero internship experience (NACE Student Survey, 2013). Patrícia Silva and 

colleagues (2018) raised the million-dollar question: do internships enhance employability? 

Seeking to understand the impact of internships on graduate unemployment rates, the researchers 

studied different institutions within the Portuguese education landscape and found programs that 

introduced internships into the curriculum boosted employment for graduates regardless of the 

type of higher education subsystem. In the Portuguese context, they weighed mandatory and 

compulsory, short-term (thin-sandwich courses) and semester-long (thick-sandwich courses) to 

assess the value of internships to influence early career employment. The introduction of 

internships in the short run (first 12 months post-graduation) and long-run (graduates looking for 

jobs over 12 months) reflected unemployment rates that were consistently lower than the 
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national unemployment rate (Silva et al., 2018, p. 13). Mandatory and thin-sandwich courses 

outperformed compulsory and long-term courses, respectively. Short-term internships allowed 

graduates to gradually develop skills, expand network of contacts over a diverse set of 

employers, and widened students understanding of a variety of workplace contexts combined to 

enhance the possibilities of graduates being selected for a job (Silva et al., 2018, p. 17).   

This dissertation may aid communication majors preparing for internship opportunities; 

communication department curriculum aimed to prepare students for the job market; and college 

internship coordinators who serve as a mediator between students, faculty and the organization’s 

site supervisor. Lastly, this study should be of interest for working communication professionals 

from entry-level positions through management. I expect this research to contribute to debates on 

intern labor, particularly preparing young workers for careers in the culture industries and 

exploitative experiences that may hinder their success. The investigation is pursued through three 

entry points: A textual analysis of PR News examines how trade publications influence the 

professional identities of PR practitioners to understand how the industry constructs the ideal 

public relations employee; an institutional analysis of internship advertisements at the top 25 PR 

and marketing communications firms provides insights on how the culture industries solicit 

student workers, illicit emotional responses to the media text, exploit the ontological rewards of 

future employment, and governance structures that may conceal forms of exploitation; and in-

depth interviews with interns and recent college graduates will shed light on how these young 

laborers negotiate creativity within corporate governance structures, as well as intern’s 

motivations to work within professional contexts without earning a paycheck.  
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Organization of Dissertation 

The proceeding chapters will provide insight on the clues within internship postings that 

may signal exploitative opportunities; how industry trade publications create inter-office conflict 

between interns who are told to distinguish themselves as a brand and management who view 

interns as replacements for administrative staff eliminated during economic downturns; how 

college students to position themselves to obtain an internship as a meritocratic investment to 

enhance their employment prospects; how interns navigate tensions between personal 

fulfillment, future career aspirations, and institutional practices; and the extent that internships 

provide meaningful, mentored experiences or if college students are neglected and recycled by 

corporations–a cog for menial content production. The dissertation is organized as follows:  

Chapter 2 begins with an overview of political economy of communication and cultural 

studies, bridging both perspectives to better understand the culture industries. The central 

elements and key precepts include public relations as an institutional structure, including how PR 

works as an industry, how professionals respond within this context, particularly the role of 

power, consent, and agency. I’ll examine discourses of labor, the value of internships, and the 

neoliberal subject who internalize and grant consent to the rules and working conditions within 

the industry by adopting entrepreneurial and self-branding ideologies as a means to distinguish 

themselves on a competitive job market.  

Chapter 3 highlights the multi-method qualitative research approach to analyze college 

students interning within the culture industries. Specifically, an institutional analysis of 

internship postings to provide insights on how the industry recruits intern labor; a textual 

analysis of PR News provides an industry perspective of the desired skills of entry-level laborers 

and best practices for overseeing corporate internship programs; and in-depth interviews with 
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college students illuminate how these participants positioned themselves to maintain their 

professional brands and improve employment prospects.  

Chapter 4 will explore the relationship between organizations and prospective interns 

through an institutional analysis of internship advertisements soliciting aspiring labor at the top 

25 communications firms as ranked by The Holmes Report (“Global Top 250 PR Agency 

Rankings,” 2018). How does a relationship between a student laborer and the organization 

emerge? How is rhetoric used to manipulate the relationship between the individual and 

organization? How is it marketed to prospective interns? This chapter will provide insights on 

how the culture industries elicit students’ emotional responses to the media text, exploit the 

ontological rewards of future employment, and the governance structures that may conceal forms 

of exploitation that, when highlighted, can help interns better understand internship postings.  

In Chapter 5, I will investigate the construction of the ideal PR employee through a 

textual analysis of internship articles within industry-leading trade publication PR News. These 

texts target management and aspiring professionals like interns with information designed to 

construct the ideal employee. This chapter will investigate how the industry constructs the ideal 

employee thorough best practices philosophies aimed at management overseeing corporate 

internship programs and students participating in internship programs. I will argue that this 

industry trade publication creates interoffice conflict between generations of professionals 

centered on the topic of professional development. The result, I contend, is that management 

incorporates internship or development programs that differ from the needs of entry-level 

employees. PR News texts outline steps for management to take to implement these programs, 

while interns are encouraged to seek ideal working conditions: internship sites that pay for their 

labor, offer personal workstations, and creative opportunities to “do what you love.”  
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In Chapter 6, I will analyze in-depth interviews with college students who completed 

internships in a variety of culture industries. A majority of scholarship examining the culture 

industries has neglected college interns based on their lived experiences. When transitioning to a 

corporate environment, these individuals lose their creative autonomy when they produce content 

under supervisor guidance, heed to corporate bureaucratic structures, and must satisfy client 

demands. This chapter will examine how these individuals negotiate creativity within corporate 

governance structures; motivations to work in a professional context without compensation; and 

career strategies implemented to position themselves for future rewards.  

The dissertation’s conclusion summarizes the findings, implications, real world 

applications, suggestions for future interns, faculty mentors, internship coordinators and site 

supervisors, as well as offers areas for future scholarship.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

To better understand labor performed by college interns, this study is theoretically informed by 

neoliberalism, creative autonomy, invisible labor, and self-branding discourses. I am interested 

in several key precepts, including ideology and its relationship to power; the study of practice 

and the role of human agency within social structures; and how hegemony is often produced 

through mediated discourses. I begin with an overview of political economy of communication 

and cultural studies, bridging both perspectives to better understand the culture industries. I then 

contend that studying internships are ripe to address questions concerning working conditions 

and cultural production, and conclude with a review of self-branding scholarship.  

PEC: Macro-Level Approach to Culture Industries  

The culture industries solicit student laborers through a variety of promotional materials. 

One way college students consume this information and endorse a corporation is by completing a 

job or internship application. Political economy of communication (PEC) can enhance our 

knowledge of the dynamic power relationships between prospective laborers and the 

organization by examining the ways the culture industries distribute information to targeted 

publics, particularly interns. While PEC has situated media institutions and practices within 

historical contexts, PEC scholars have been criticized for neglecting issues of labor 

(Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011; Hesmondhalgh, 2015; Mosco, 2009; Mosco, 2011). My work 

aims to fill this gap in the literature by analyzing the relationship between the culture industries 

and student labor in terms of the governance structures of internship programs. To compensate 

for lack of access to public relations agencies and marketing communications firms decision 

making, particularly the desired role and value interns can add to the organization, I will turn to 
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the documentary sources of this labor: Internship postings. I will analyze these texts through an 

institutional analysis to to research the cultural environments and organizational practices that 

shape student’s experiences. Vincent Mosco’s (2009) PEC scholarship can serve as a theoretical 

foundation for this approach.  

Vincent Mosco (2009) positions PEC as the study of social relations and structures of 

power that mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption of resources. He 

highlights four central characteristics of PEC: it is fundamentally historical and seeks to 

understand social transformations and the agents of change; examines the economic, political, 

social and cultural areas of life; rooted in a moral philosophy to support democracy, equality, and 

the public sphere against dominant private interests; and founded on a belief in the idea of social 

praxis, where research brings about social change and social intervention advances knowledge. 

More importantly, Mosco offers an ambitious look at the discipline as the study of control and 

survival in social life. In his view, control is the political mechanisms to shape community 

relationships within an ever-changing society; survival is the individual’s economic struggle of 

production and reproduction to maintain society (Mosco, 2009, p. 3). The key to a critical PEC 

analysis of internships is highlighting not only the contract between intern and organization as 

paid and unpaid arrangements and the various ideological benefits for granting consent to these 

conditions within the culture industries (e.g., networking opportunities, developing socialization 

skills, acquiring human capital, etc.); all components centered on economies of production. I will 

analyze the specific conditions of cultural industries that will allow me to offer explanations for 

recurring social relation dynamics, foregrounding issues of power and inequality, rather than 

concentrating on capitalist production. This analysis differs from traditional North American 

approaches to PEC research founded by scholars, such as Herbert Schiller and Robert 
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McChesney, who traditionally analyzed power relations, media ownership, and social structures 

of mass media institutions (Hesmondhalgh, 2015). PEC can illuminate social relations and 

structures of power not only between college students and internship site supervisors, while 

shedding light on the economic structures that divide the intern population by erecting barriers 

that prevent access to prestigious opportunities for low-income, primarily first-generation 

students. Mosco (2009) offers three starting points to understand the study of PEC: 

commodification, spatialization and structuration.  

Mosco (2009) describes commodification as the process of transforming communication 

into a profit-generating product. He provides a basic example of turning a story into a novel: 

what once was valued for entertainment, now becomes a marketable product to earn income. In 

the field of communication, researchers can examine content, audiences and labor. In the world 

of capitalism, the audience is a prized commodity. Dallas Smythe (1981) reminds us that familiar 

material can be analyzed through a new theoretical lens when he linked audiences as 

commodities through the process of media advertising. While previous scholars analyzed media 

content, Smythe looked at the role of markets for audiences, produced by the media, and used by 

advertisers. He provided valuable insights on how audiences are turned into marketable 

commodities. The main function of advertising-based media is to sell audiences (the “audience 

commodity”) to advertisers (Winseck, 2016). As the PEC tradition has historically neglected 

issues of labor, it is important for us to understand how the industry is sold to aspiring laborers. 

How are the culture industries marketed as a (glamorous) commodity? The audience commodity 

is primarily early-20’s year-old college students majoring in the culture industries various sectors 

seeking internships or employment opportunities. Internship postings are a form of advertised-

based media, as well. The product being sold is the organization. Revenue is created through 
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website traffic on career-oriented platforms such as Indeed.com or LinkedIn. Even if the 

internship postings are featured on a university’s dashboard like Handshake, this career-services 

platform offers paid usage tiers similar to LinkedIn for users to unlock parameters to optimize 

search results for ideal candidates; Handshake raised more than $80 million to aid students’ job 

search with an estimated current valued between $550 and 600 million (Lunden, 2020). An 

institutional analysis of internship postings can be a fruitful way to provide insight into these 

programs, especially power relations between site supervisors and interns, discourses of value, 

and the effects of these structures on the individual’s professional identity and subjectivity. 

The sociological and economic traditions of institutional analysis centers on the shared 

understanding and expectations that influence individual’s behavior and actor outcomes 

(Crawford & Ostrom, 1995). The pragmatic focus illustrates how organizational mechanisms 

govern and impact individual behavior, function in practice, and their effect on managerial 

decision making and institutional policy. Building off the work of Laclau, Phelan and Dahlberg 

(2011) define hegemony as “a description of how consent is secured for a particular social order” 

(p. 15), noting how neoliberal assumptions are institutionalized within media and cultural 

practices, such as advertising. To highlight Post-Marxist traditions that emphasize the role of 

hegemonic and discursive practices in the examination of social systems, Sean Phelan and 

Lincoln Dahlberg (2014) call on scholars to employ a critical political economic approach to 

interrogate the capitalist relation to production while reflecting on ontological-level questions. In 

other words, authors can clarify how ontological questions position culture, ideology, and 

discourse to expand empirical analysis; or, if they prefer, we may narrow our lens to discourse 

theoretical concepts to complement a critical political economic approach. Thomas Corrigan 

(2018) calls for PEC researchers to take an ethnographical approach to media artifacts. Through 
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critical realist analysis, Corrigan (2018) argues PEC scholars traditionally analyzed trade 

publications by “burrowing down” into the fine print of annual reports, SEC filings, and 

congressional testimony to document professional practices and conditions and “listen in” to 

advertisements to interpret discourses about those practices or industry conditions highlighted 

within the text (p. 2757). In his article “Making Implicit Methods Explicit: Trade Press Analysis 

in the Political Economy of Communication,” Corrigan (2018) argues for PEC researchers to 

employ ethnographic staples, such as deep immersion with trade publications; rich descriptions 

and direct quotes of industry professional’s experiences with reflexive awareness to account for 

the research process and data interpretations; and, to triangulate trade press analysis with 

additional sources and research methods, including in-depth interviews with practitioners, 

participant observation, and historical documents. An institutional analysis of mediated 

discourses can also provide insights to better understand how the relationship between 

organization and student laborer emerges, social relations, and power asymmetries within 

governance of corporate internship programs.  

An institutional analysis of internship postings will allow me to analyze how the culture 

industries are marketed to students and positioned to solicit student labor, including the 

ontological rewards used to frame these organizations as “glamorous.” What can these postings 

tell us about the intern’s defined role at the organization? Are interns granted creative autonomy 

to create quality projects that will build a portfolio to compete for entry-level positions in a 

competitive marketplace? These are a few of the issues I intend to address by analyzing 

internship postings at the top 25 public relations agencies in the U.S. Therefore, this study will 

not implement a PEC framework of capitalist production. Instead, the lens will be on specific 

conditions within the cultural industries that offer explanations for recurring social relation 
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dynamics, foregrounding issues of power in terms of governance structures and inequality, 

including access to internship positions based on academic and trade requirements. This study 

cannot solely depend on a PEC approach to understand these important issues of student labor 

and creative production and must be complemented with a cultural studies framework.  

Agency and Consent: Lessons from Cultural Studies 

A cultural approach to communication articulates the communication process based on 

discourses of individuals or groups within specific cultural, historical, and political context 

(Breenen, 2013). Through an analysis of discourse – the words, writing, speaking – scholars can 

understand how people communicate ideas and information, create communities and construct 

meanings that constitute an individual’s social reality (Breenen, 2013). While PEC has 

concentrated on a macrosocial level of analysis of power relations, cultural studies centers on a 

“political economy from below” to examine micro-level activities from cultural producers 

(Mosco, 2009, p. 216). To complement a PEC framework to analyzing internships, cultural 

studies would examine the social agency of individuals and their capacity for resistance 

(Breenen, 2013). Grossberg (2010) emphasizes the need for economic theories and analysis to 

incorporate cultural studies principles by contextualizing social relationships among various 

actors, institutions, practices, and discourses. Doing so allows researchers to shift the narrative 

from an all-encompassing term “economy” to one that is inclusive to forms of exchange with 

non-economic values, such as communication. Cultural studies consider power as rooted in 

individual subjectivities, their identities and collective action (Fenton, 2007). Addressing the 

divide between PEC and cultural studies, Political Economist Eileen Meehan credits scholars 

Graham Murdock and Colin Sparks for the development of a theoretical thread of critical cultural 

studies that united cultural studies with political economy with a focus on tensions between 



 
 

 

31 

 

agency and structuration, while connecting media artifacts, politics and economics, and audience 

(Meehan, 2012). Sean Phelan and Lincoln Dahlberg (2011) highlighted the value of discourse 

theory as a methodology framework that allows researchers to foreground how social structures, 

agents or cultural objects are articulated while focusing “attention on blind spots and silences 

within existing media practices” (p. 13). In addition to a “macro-level” analysis of the social 

structures and power dynamics of traditional political economy, this dissertation will build off 

this theoretical foundation with in-depth interviews to provide “micro-level” investigation of the 

lived experience of culture industry interns. As Thomas F. Corrigan (2015) noted: “If we fail to 

attend to the meanings interns ascribe to their experiences, we will blind ourselves to the ways in 

which this institution’s exploitative and self-exploitative dynamics are rationalized 

ideologically.” (p. 347). The micro-level approach of cultural studies will shed light on the 

hegemonic practices that impact interns’ experiences within these institutions and how these 

individuals respond within this context, particularly focusing on the role of power, consent, and 

agency while drawing attention to areas of resistance. This research also evaluates neoliberal 

ideologies and the way young workers ‘make sense’ of the intern economy. 

Stuart Hall (1981) views ideology as “those images, concepts, and premises which 

provide the frameworks through which we represent, interpret, understand, and ‘make sense’ of 

some aspects of social existence” (p. 31, as cited in West & Turner, 2010). In other words, an 

individual’s worldview is comprised of norms and values used to make sense of a social 

environment (West & Turner, 2010). Cultural studies and PEC examine the culture industries 

and the media to understand how the dominant ideology is maintained. Lawrence Grossberg 

(1986) situates Stuart Hall's theoretical work on cultural studies as a middle ground between 

social structures and agency as determinants of human activity: While people may have creative 
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freedom and limited power that impact their lives and society, these conditions are historical and 

contextual (p. 63). Thus, while interns may be granted creative autonomy at the work site, these 

individuals are bound to the conditions within the public relations environment. Italian political 

theorist Antonio Gramsci’s work on dominant ideology and the notion of common sense as 

“traces without an inventory” is particularly salient for interns. Student’s common sense about 

internships are fleeting remarks obtained from high school (or earlier) throughout college that 

emphasizes the need for college students to participate in an internship as a meritocratic 

investment in their future career. Students may not be able to trace the source of this information, 

particularly if gleemed from media products in magazines like Cosmopolitan and Rolling Stone. 

An individual’s social construction of the internship institution is the struggle over potential 

reward and sacrifice: Can I complete an internship with my current academic schedule? Can I 

afford to work for free? Educational practices and promotional materials target students, 

particularly as higher education shifts toward internship-required programs. These media 

artifacts can shape intern’s perceptions and logic that internships are an ideal investment. While 

the lived experiences of students working within corporate cultures are featured positively within 

media discourses, popular culture representations like the glorified celebrity intern or the 

“incompetent intern” may shape some reader’s perceptions of reality. Scholars argue some 

professionals distance themselves from interns, rather than supervisor these new workers at the 

internship site, because they assume interns are incompetent (Frenette, 2013). Therefore, 

scholars must situate intern labor between media representations and the actual lived experience 

of young workers. In sum, scholars need to address questions of ideology: how certain codes 

within institutional discourses are positioned as the dominate or “preferred” cultural 

interpretations and de-construct media portrayals of an individual’s so-called “natural” 
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experiences. The second Marxian use of ideology, which is more in line with the cultural studies 

concept of the term, refers to hidden ruling class ideas in the capitalist system (Ritzer, 2011). 

Lincoln Dahlberg (2011) argues discourse theory can serve as a methodological lens to critique 

ideology, allowing scholars to highlight how media practices legitimate naturalized meanings, 

the role hegemonic conceptualizations play to exclude worldviews, and analyze socially 

constructed conditions that maintain power relations within institutions. Discourse theory 

examines the hegemonic formation of social relations, particularly contextual conditions, 

hierarchies of power, and relations of inclusion and exclusion (Dahlberg, 2011, p. 41). However, 

Dahlberg (2011) calls for a post-hegemonic turn to better understand the relation of discourse 

theory to practice as affect is “a key dimension of experience in information-based cultures” (p. 

58). Within the discursive context, ideology is naturalized through media practices as 

antagonistic opinions and worldviews deemed a threat to institutional stability are excluded, 

masking economic relations of exploitation (Phelan & Dahlberg, 2011). Examining ideological 

worldviews and culture industry processes take to maintain the status quo can help us understand 

the concept of hegemony.  

Based on the work of Gramsci, a pivotal concept of cultural studies is hegemony: “the 

influence, power, or dominance of one social group over another” (West & Turner, 2010, p. 

367). Hegemony is a combination of ruling class ideology and the masses consent to popular 

opinion (Grossberg, 1986). A key factor in Gramsci’s notion of hegemony is consent. This is 

based on Marx’s concept of false consciousness, a state where individuals are unaware of the 

domination in their lives (Ritzer, 2011).  The cultural studies framework within this study will 

analyze these cultural artifacts, practices, and institutions within existing networks of power and 

illustrate forces of domination and resources for resistance and struggle (Fenton, 2007).  
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Specifically, cultural studies scholars can employ Gramsci’s model of hegemony and counter 

hegemony, where the hegemonic is the ruling, social and cultural forces of domination and 

counter-hegemonic is the form of resistance. This balance between domination and resistance is 

salient for interns who grant consent to participate within corporate governance structures to 

learn skills, but also must find a voice to speak out against exploitative conditions. What role 

does cultural artifacts like trade publications play into these perceptions? Can these texts lead to 

inter-office conflict if management and aspiring creative professionals are each instructed to 

perform roles which contradict the other’s prescribed best practices? Textual analysis can 

address questions linked to the intern’s role and responsibilities within the culture industries. 

Failing to consider alternative theories and interpretations is the most common error in 

textual analysis (Steiner, 2016). Linda Steiner (2016) notes how Hall’s critical “long soak” 

approach can invite analytical laziness as scholars fail to offer evidence and define context. 

Steiner (2016) argues Hall’s approach to textual analysis calls for researchers to find challenges 

and offer counter-interpretations to indicate why this reading or interpretation of the text is most 

plausible and uncover mechanisms that hegemonic ideology of media texts can appear natural. 

Kovala (2002) adds that as scholars privileged context over the text in audience and reception 

studies, researchers ignored aspects of production and the institutions encoding meaning in 

media texts. To place the text within broader institutional settings, Fürsich (2009) argues for a 

macro-level political economy analysis coupled with micro-level institutional analysis to explain 

conditions of textual production (p. 242). This can create a theoretical dilemma, considering PEC 

contextualizes audiences as passive consumers of information. Fürsich (2009) argues that the 

goal of textual analysis should be to explain which cultural sensibilities prevail at this historical 

period, which stories are ignored, and which socio-cultural factors are encouraged by the media 
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and what groups are excluded. In other words, researchers need to understand the cultural 

context governing production and reception of texts at a specific time and location (p. 249).  The 

culture industries produce cultural artifacts layered with both dominant and subtle meanings that 

shape perceptions of organizational best practices and the skills necessary to construct the ideal 

“creative” employee.  

Hope, Labor, and Creative Production 

While cultural sociologists take a micro-approach to organizations, political economists 

routinely focus on the macro-empirical studies, traditionally through the lens of Marxism, with 

an emphasis on theory and secondary data on industry trends. Marxist workers were no longer in 

the factory but producing knowledge in the media landscape or what Italian autonomists called 

“the social factory” (Gill & Pratt, 2008; Harney, 2010). From this scholarship emerged interest in 

creativity, which have branched into a study of the “creative industries.” This area of scholarship 

is traditionally rooted in the works of Richard Florida (2002) who highlighted “creative clusters,” 

government funded cities created to generate state/federal revenue by attracting masses of 

creative talent to live and work in the next Silicon Valley. However, a second area of cultural 

production scholarship, influenced by cultural studies, shifted the lens of analysis from creativity 

and profit for emerging cities to questions of subjectivity (McRobbie, 2002) and ordinary 

production practices (Havens, Lotz, & Tinic, 2009). This study continues the cultural studies 

framework to better understand the practices, beliefs and discourses of emerging creative 

professionals and raises questions centered on working conditions and exploitation during the 

production of creative content or uncompensated activities.  

There has been a recent surge of interest in the culture industries and labor, ranging from 

cultural intermediaries in the music industry (Powers, 2015) to book publishers mobilizing 
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teenage girls as online content creators (Martens, 2011). Several analysts have considered 

working conditions of cultural workers in the television industry (Ursell, 2000), digital gaming 

(Harvey & Fisher, 2014; Herman, Coombe, & Kaye, 2006; Nakamura, 2009), blogosphere and 

social production (Burgess & Green, 2009; Duffy, 2013, 2015; Duffy & Hund, 2015) and music 

industry (Baym, 2015; Frenette, 2013; Powers, 2015). In a foundational theoretical article on the 

topic of co-creative labor, John Banks and Mark Deuze’s (2009) introduction to the special issue 

of “International Journal of Cultural Studies” examined the role consumers, fans or audiences, 

play in content production. Banks and Deuze raised several important questions scholars must 

consider during analyses of participatory media cultures, primarily the impact of amateur labor 

production on professional’s working conditions. Scholars need to consider motivations and 

incentives of consumer participants, impact on professional’s identities and working conditions, 

and the economic value extracted from user’s participatory practices (Banks & Deuze, 2009). 

However, scant attention has been paid to the PR industry and college student’s working 

conditions as a labor force in the cultural industries, in general.  

Thomas F. Corrigan (2015) conducted a thematic review of the scholarship on the 

motivations and experiences of interns working in the media and cultural industries. Corrigan 

(2015) found interns value hands-on work in authentic, “real-world” contexts with supervisor 

feedback and relative autonomy; seek internships as an investment in future career aspirations; 

and engage in (self-)exploitation as their ambigious role and responsibilities may lack 

supervision to complete meaningful work. In other words, Corrigan (2015) argues that interns 

and “digital creatives constantly navigate tensions between personal fulfillment, future career 

aspirations and (self-)exploitation” (p. 338). Corrigan also differentiated between the 

administrative goals of internship scholarship, such as assessing and improving intern 
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satisfaction (Daugherty, 2011), and the critical approach addressing the reproduction of power 

asymmetries. College student’s internship experiences are a fruitful area to address a critical 

element of amateur or peer production: What motivates creative workers to produce content if 

they are not working for a paycheck? Scholars highlight the issue of professional-amateurs “pro-

ams” (Leadbeater & Miller, 2004) and peer producers who freely give work for pleasure with 

autonomy as opposed to paid professionals who endure bureaucratic governance structures in 

workplace and limited creative choice in projects. Arvidsson (2008) termed these primary 

motivations as “socially recognized self-realization,” where participants take pride in their work, 

but also hope to have their skills recognized by their peers. Kuehn and Corrigan (2013) expand 

Arvidsson’s research by adding a secondary motivation, the concept of “Hope Labor,” which 

they define as “un- or under-compensated work carried out in the present, often for experience or 

exposure, in the hope that future employment opportunities may follow” (p. 10). Kuehn and 

Corrigan argue (2013) these motivators for free online content production may contribute to the 

reproduction of power asymmetries in the digital economy. Duffy (2015) extends this research 

with an analysis of the fashion blogosphere to identify a new form of cultural production that she 

calls “aspirational labor.” While these studies have addressed motivations for productivity and 

unpaid labor, especially among amateur producers of content, research within the culture 

industries is lacking in terms of the impact of creative autonomy and corporate governance on 

identity formation of emerging professionals. Internship scholarship traditionally addresses 

compensation; specifically, the lack of monetary reimbursement in exchange for student labor. If 

over half of internships are unpaid, how do the culture industries continue to extract value from 

this emerging workforce if the primary incentive for these individuals is not a paycheck?  
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Terranova’s (2000) analysis of user productivity and “free labor” – “free labor as 

simultaneously voluntarily given and unwaged, enjoyed and exploited (p. 33) - foregrounds 

Marxist models of capitalist value creation and the ways productivity might be exploited by 

capital; corporations harness free labor rather than pay content creators. Fast, Örnebring, and 

Karlsson (2016) note an apparent oxymoron between Marx's classic theory of labor and terms 

like “free labor”; if labor is unpaid or free it is not labor: 

Whether a productive activity should count as labor in the first place depends on the 

answer to the question: who creates what type of value for whom? If by labor we mean 

the productivity that generates exchange value for someone else (as opposed to work, 

which generates instead use-value for oneself), then the mere existence of an 

asymmetrical power structures that underlies that productivity calls into question the 

merging of free and labor into one concept. (p. 964) 

While easy to concede Marxist conception of labor could not foresee digital capitalism via 

“AdSense”-like cultivation of data, Fast et al. (2016) call for scholars to question the role of 

productivity to benefit corporations rather than personal self-actualization. Accordingly, Fast and 

colleagues argue that the key to analysis of unpaid work is understanding who creates what type 

of value for whom, through what type of work, and for what reasons. They developed a typology 

of unpaid work in the media sector, calling on scholars to differentiate forms of unpaid labor and 

levels of creative autonomy; some jobs have no employer supervision, whereas other forms are 

closely monitored, structured, and managed according to the interest of the employer. While 

Hamilton’s (2014) analysis of historical forms of user production focuses on system-level 

characteristics of user integration rather than on the users themselves, Fast et al. (2016) based 

their seven metaphors on historical instances of actors performing work for free—without 
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monetary compensation—that adds exchange value to the goods or services of another. 

However, this work did not address individual motivations, but rather refers to the actual “work 

tasks” that are performed, for free, by actual people in the contemporary media sector (p. 966). 

The opportunity for interns to add value to an organization through the production of creative 

content hinges on governance structures.  

Creative Autonomy 

Banks (2010) defines autonomy as an individual’s ability to freely make choices and 

determine their life’s outcome. In terms of cultural production, Banks (2010) views autonomy as 

freedom from commercial constraints to apply their skills to develop symbolic products. To build 

human capital or acquire new skills and knowledge, college students learn in the classroom and 

through experiential experiences, such as internships. Maintaining a career in the culture 

industries requires constant learning, investments in training and continuous updating skillsets, 

all of which has been highlighted as detrimental to media workers in the precarious workforce 

(Gill, 2010). Professionally, an individual’s choices impact creative content, which in turn, helps 

individuals build portfolios worthy of peer recognition and expand social networks to secure 

employment opportunities. Mark Banks (2010) notes how this cultural work is “artistically-

inclined” labor with the goal of producing original cultural commodities. Following the work of 

Bill Ryan, Banks (2010) key contribution to the literature is his analysis of autonomy as a 

foundational normative creative practice and pre-condition for effective capitalist production. 

Essentially, the cultural industries allure and capacity to generate revenue resides in the notion 

that artists must not be constrained and granted freedom to produce content based on individual 

preferences, not bureaucratic structures that may impede upon creative expression. Here, the 

neoliberal subject can embrace autonomy to showcase their creative abilities without the 
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confines of industry governance structures. These individuals are essentially entrepreneurial free 

agents who can decide which precarious projects will generate the most profit, enhance their 

personal brand, or garner peer recognition. Banks (2010) summarizes three social science 

critiques that cultural workers possess creative autonomy, artistic freedom or act as independent 

agents from market values. First, he highlights Adorno’s “culture industry” critique that profit 

motives will lead to standardized commodities (p. 255). Second, Banks presents the contrasting 

approach, rooted in Foucauldian “governmentality,” that argues creative laborers are trained to 

accept and reproduce conditions for their subordination. In short, creativity, work-as-fun, and 

entrepreneurial values may appear glamourous and solicit laborers, yet these freedoms and 

individualization through precarious work arrangements mask intended oppressive effects to 

reduce costs and extend work into leisure hours (p. 256). Third, underpinned by the work of 

Bourdieu, Banks suggests, artists appear “disinterested” in accumulating wealth in the self-

construction of avant-garde identity, which in turn drives products to that independent or anti-

mainstream market sector. Autonomy in this sense fuels individualistic pursuits for external 

rewards (p. 258). Against these readings, Banks (2010) makes a persuasive argument that 

autonomy can provide creative workers with the means for political and social transformation. In 

a field driven by information and technology, in other words, new media workers who once 

found secure employment now must labor to enhance employment opportunities by seeking 

ways to add value to organizations. Entrepreneurial and self-starting rhetoric fuel the narrative 

for these individuals who must rely on social and cultural capital and invest in human capital by 

developing skills to better position themselves to find employment. Self-training and networking 

team with laboring in unpaid positions like internships to develop a personal brand.  



 
 

 

41 

 

Holt and Lapenta (2010) call for researchers to conceptualize autonomy in terms of three 

issues: first, rationalization of artistic autonomy and originality in production of creative 

products (Arvidsson et al., 2010). Second, the role of capitalist cultural production turning these 

creative works into commodities, creating labor markets characterized by free labor and 

precarious employment, and a hierarchical division of labor with a small number of workers are 

granted a high degree of creative and complex work, while the masses or “creative precariat” 

conduct routine tasks (Banks, 2010). And third, individualism and subjectivity of workers in the 

production of good work, which offers the potential for self-realization (Hesmondhalgh, 2010). 

While Hesmondhalgh (2010) contends autonomy is a negotiated feature of good work, the 

laborer often receives low pay to produce generic cultural products while expressing high levels 

of job satisfaction due to being part of creative communities, earning peer recognition and 

professional prestige, and opportunities for future lucrative windfalls (Arvidsson et al., 2010).  

Adam Arvidsson, Giannino Malossi, and Serpica Naro’s (2010) research participants 

worked in communication and event planning positions within the Milan fashion world. Interns 

completed menial work, subject to fierce competition, and known as easily replaceable. 

Successful interns completed second and third internship opportunities, working for free up to a 

year, before earning paid employment (Arvidsson et al., 2010, p. 301). Working conditions were 

marked by long hours (avg. 48 hours/week), strong hierarchies and massive discrepancies in pay: 

management earn 10,000 euros per month, ordinary workers made 1500 euros monthly, interns 

at most took home 350 euros each month. Arvidsson and colleagues (2010) found disconnects 

between creativity as content production and worker’s identity and lifestyle. At work, fashion 

workers were confined to executive supervisor’s orders and relegated to menial tasks. The 

participants accepted these working conditions to be part of a creative community, socialization 
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among colleagues, and opportunities to meet industry celebrities. Hesmondhalgh (2010) argues 

good or meaningful work is part of an individual’s life narrative in which their current activities 

lead to a desired and valued future (p. 239). Essentially, work recognized by peers that builds 

individual’s cultural status as a creative producer and the individual (artist) as deeming the 

creative production worthy of their labor; in artistic terms, they will “express themselves” 

through content. Here, Hesmondhalgh (2010) calls attention to individual subjectivity within the 

confines of institutional structures; a message decoded by and connected to co-workers, peers, 

and, potentially, society within a cultural context.  

Deviating from the Marxian notion of exploitation, David Hesmondhalgh (2015) claims 

scholars need “a critical conception of exploitation centered on systemic unjust advantage and 

suffering” (emphasis in original, p. 33). First, Hesmondhalgh (2015) focus of analysis is on 

workers who make a significant contribution to media products, as opposed to an all-inclusive 

conception that would involve everyone in media-related organizations from janitors to 

accountants. Most fruitful for this work, Hesmondhalgh (2015) explores events and processes of 

knowledge and symbol-making media work, including freelancers and interns. Hesmondhalgh 

(2015) argues workers in the cultural industries are less likely to be exploited due to the potential 

for less suffering when compared to manufacturing or mining labor. In terms of a capitalist 

market systems taking “unjust advantage” of media, cultural, and digital workers, “media 

representations and education offer carrots that help to induce an oversupply of workers 

(freelancing and internships are now integral to this) that suppresses wages and operates to the 

advantage of capitalists” (p. 36).  

The “carrots” used to solicit an army of low-waged cultural laborers may include 

ontological rewards featured in internship postings, including creative autonomy. This 
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dissertation will build off this line of scholarship by conducting in-depth interviews with college 

students to learn their motivations for conducting labor without monetary compensation. I will 

also analyze trade publication texts about internships, which may create hegemonic conditions or 

a workplace culture that devalues student labor. As such, scholars will be given a more coherent 

understanding of the internship process from the moment students navigate corporate cultures 

and the role industry trade publications may play in the creation of professional roles, 

institutional practices, and their entry-level industry experiences.  

Entrepreneurial Labor and the Neoliberal Subject  

Entrepreneurial discourses and conditions impact the production of subjectivity as an 

individual’s conception of the self is embedded in neoliberal market relations. Interns are trained 

and recruited into professional settings, yet the onus for success shifts from social structures to 

individual ambition. Neoliberal values that endorse individual choices may dictate future 

outcomes. With risk in the hands of individuals, they alone are responsible for the consequences 

of their decisions. The risks absorbed by laborers in pursuit of future outcomes is a foundational 

tenant of entrepreneurial labor. Tracing “entrepreneurial labor” in the culture industries, Gina 

Neff, Elizabeth Wessinger, and Sharon Zukin (2005) contend popular discourses assigned 

cultural attributes of the industry as a “cool” place to work for predominantly young laborers. 

These discourse normalized risk associated with flexible employment conditions. Profit-sharing 

at new media start-ups, access to celebrities, and working within trendsetting workspaces marked 

ideal working conditions. This ideology promotes positive self-image of workers whose self-

actualization is realized through the production of creative content. Andrew Ross (2008) 

chronicled the evolution of precarious work arrangements. Originating in Post-Fordist 

managerial rhetoric, precarity was a means to improve white-collar worker’s quality of life with 
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personal-fulfilling roles and self-actualizing careers at the cost of job security (Ross, 2008, p. 

35). Conceptualizing meaningful work for the precarious workforce, acknowledging self-

employment as a rational choice among some contingent laborers, Ross (2008) concedes that 

self-actualizing careers where individuals derive pleasure from the ability to freely apply skills 

unfairly degrades the income and status of female pink-collar workers and creates unregulated 

barriers for many employees within immigrant-dominated sectors. McGuigan (2010) calls the 

principle of individualization in the culture industries an institutionalized condition, not freely 

chosen by individuals, requiring self-discipline under surveillance (i.e., Foucault’s thesis of the 

panopticon), self-reflexive choices dictate outcomes, and the individual takes personal 

responsibility for the consequences.  

McGuigan (2010) connects individualization with neoliberalism as the isolation of 

workers from union protection and precarious working conditions normalized through rhetoric of 

empowerment, reputation management, and networking (p. 333). Rosalind Gill (2010) 

interviewed creative workers in Amsterdam to understand how workers managed their lives in 

new media industries. Gill (2010) argues that new media industries are entrenched with 

conditions of uncertainty that call for a new ideal worker-subject whose existence is built around 

the disciplined management of self: passion to create content (“love of work”), entrepreneurial 

mentality rooted in creative autonomy, committed to low-paying precarious employment in 24/7 

work cultures, pressured to update skillset based on changing technology, and failure to 

articulate or envision a future in the culture industries. If the life of workers is linked to 

individual choices and a managed reputation, Gill (2010) contends new media is an emerging 

neoliberal form of governmentality and this reconstructed subjectivity of workers who embark 

on an endless pursuit of work cannot escape when “life is a pitch” (p. 57). As Gina Neff (2012) 
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elaborates on this development through the concept of “Venture Labor,” these entrepreneurs 

absorbed market risk of (un-)employment in pursuit of profit. Creativity became the buzzword. 

Individuals had opportunities to create websites or other digital projects that would promote their 

personal brands, demonstrating ability and quality work samples to obtain the next job or full-

time employment. Some journalism schools are educating students in modern digital 

technologies and business acumen that focuses on addressing audience, advertiser, or 

organizational needs, foregrounding a generation of “entrepreneurial journalists” (Cohen, 2015).  

The future of journalism is constructing students through discourses of enterprise to 

invent their own career or start-up business, self-promote content, and accept precarious work 

arrangements: “Entrepreneurial journalism as discourse and practice demonstrates that neoliberal 

capitalism requires particular institutional modes of subject formation and that aspiring 

journalists must be inculcated into and steel themselves for the new logic of precarious work” 

(Cohen, 2015, p. 520). Cohen highlights that role of entrepreneurialism in practice as future 

journalists will become conditioned to accept flexible, self-starting, precarious work 

arrangements. In the contemporary field of journalism dominated by media conglomerates, 

Nicole S. Cohen (2015) links enterprise culture to journalists who decline stable, traditional 

employment relationships with one employer for precarious work arrangements. In addition to 

accepting part-time, freelance, or contract work, these individuals are encouraged through 

creative industry policy and discourses to be self-sufficient, autonomous, and accept personal 

responsibility for career outcomes in an era where digital technology shatters the separation 

between work and leisure within conditions of uncertainty, outsourcing, and mass layoffs 

(Cohen, 2015). Individual journalists’ self-brand and self-promote digital competencies as a 

means of securing a paycheck in a competitive marketplace. Building off the work of Bourdieu’s 
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social theory and concept of “habitus,” the conditions of entry and adopted behavior of a field, 

Dirk De Clercq and Maxim Voronov (2009) examine entrepreneurship as a socially embedded 

process to rearticulate the ways how newcomers earn legitimacy. To earn the label of 

entrepreneur, they suggest that individuals must conform to rules of the current power structure 

and challenge that hierarchy. In other words, newcomers cannot simply deem themselves 

“entrepreneurs,” but must be bestowed the title as a measure of prestige from other field 

participants (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Entrepreneurs will “fit in” to comply with the status 

quo and “stand out” through innovation, offering new knowledge or a fresh perspective on their 

role within the field (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Duffy and Hund (2015) noted how their 

participants negotiated crafting socially mediated professional personas for public consumption 

with maintaining an authentic self in their personal spaces during nonworking hours; a paradox, 

considering the social media context and its 24/7 information production cycle. The fashion 

bloggers justified their creative work through discourses of passion, where work and leisure 

blend during content production (i.e., “I love what I do” or “post-feminist ideals of ‘having it 

all’), and portrayals of glamourous lifestyles coveted within the culture industries, whereby 

social influencers have access to celebrities and lavish parties (Duffy & Hund, 2015, p. 9). These 

fashion bloggers navigated economic risk by diversifying their income streams, including 

teaching others their entrepreneurial creative skillset.  

Imre Szeman (2015) claims discourses of entrepreneurship offer neoliberal subjects a 

means to navigate modern global capitalism as individuals anticipate and are enthusiastic to bear 

the risks to achieve potential financial jackpots:  

the entrepreneur is the neoliberal subject par excellence—the perfect figure for a world in 

which the market has replaced society, and one whose idealization and legitimation in 
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turn affirms the necessity and veracity of this epochal transition. The figure of the 

entrepreneur embodies the values and attributes that are celebrated as essential for the 

economy to operate smoothly and for the contemporary human being to flourish. 

(p. 474, emphasis in original).  

 

Szeman (2015) outlines an important symbiotic relationship where individuals are absorbed into 

economic markets through the innovation of new products, services, and transform the means of 

distribution or methods of production; entrepreneurialism gives one’s life meaning as individuals 

embrace the lifestyle and mindset fostered through media discourses. This new mode of 

subjectivity is necessary for entrepreneurial subjects to confront uncertainty and risk. To 

highlight college and universities contribution to precarious labor conditions, Thomas A. 

Discenna (2016) conducted a critical discourse analysis of internship postings targeting 

communication and journalism majors. His research analyzed how organizations employ texts to 

naturalize unpaid labor as a social practice that reaffirms the idea of employability and tenants of 

career management. Essentially, workers encounter uncertainty of continued employment in the 

contemporary economy and must continuously update skills with market trends. The burden falls 

on the employee who must accept forms of unpaid labor like internships to secure a full-time 

position. Discenna (2016) contends internship descriptions use market discourses to construct the 

ideal employee, introducing “want ads” into the curriculum and endorsed by universities, texts 

that include lexical choices to promote the ideal worker as an unpaid employee, and using 

discursive practices that highlight nonremunerative benefits of labor (p. 442). He offers evidence 

that most descriptions are ambiguous “classified ads” for unpaid laborers that fail to clearly 

define the curriculum or set of skills that will be learned through internship opportunities. 



 
 

 

48 

 

Neoliberalism values competition among people and rewards merit, while ignoring economic 

and structural inequalities, as individuals internalize this ideology and take personal 

responsibility for any potential failures of their circumstances; the individual’s self-concept is 

fundamentally embedded in neoliberal market relations.  

Scholars have considered contemporary ideals of individualism, creative autonomy, and 

self-branding in social media production, particularly post-feminist framework of self-branding 

constructions of young women’s body image (Banet-Weiser & Arzumanova, 2012). Banet-

Weiser and Arzumanova (2012) critique “hauler” YouTube videos where young (mostly white) 

women showcase fashion purchases as a means to empower the authors to embody post-feminist 

ideals through the usage of their body while avoiding critical language of beloved corporate 

brands. They call attention to the blog/vlogosphere and world of social media as a context where 

“the individual is an entrepreneur of the self, constantly employing disciplinary regimens and 

developing strategies to control its production” (p. 169). Banet-Weiser and Arzumanova (2012) 

note that compulsive managers of the creative self-brand subscribe to neoliberal ideology of 

individualism and meritocracy while incorporating community feedback that constantly shifts 

their online narratives of femininity and “authentic” self. Simply, hauler video authors navigate 

the tension between pampering audiences with desired fashion content that will not invoke 

criticism of the creative authors staged identities or the corporate brands coveted within the 

online community. 

  In the “mass idols” study, Frankfurt sociologist Leo Lowenthal linked socioeconomic 

change to media discourses of prominent cultural icons through analysis of mainstream U.S. 

magazine biographies, which originally featured politicians and business leaders (idols of 

productions) and later shifted focus to Hollywood celebrities and athletes (idols of consumption). 
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Building off Lowenthal’s work, Brooke E. Duffy and Jefferson Pooley (2019) identify a third 

category of self-presentation within the contemporary economy: idols of promotion. To elaborate 

their argument that “the eruption of self-branding rhetoric among today’s idols is linked to the 

unsettling experience of you’re-on-your-own workplace capitalism,” Duffy and Pooley (2019, p. 

28) examined 21st century celebrities profiled in popular magazines, social media influence 

biographies, and a detailed analysis of TV talk show guests. The authors key contribution to the 

literature centers on this “new generation of media-hyped heroes” who focus on the production 

of the self through self-branding discourses that obscures the gap between celebrity and general 

public (p. 33). This is important to note because it aligns with Lowenthal’s original thesis of 

media celebrities echoing changes in the economy. Duffy and Pooley (2019) add that these 

discourses have contributed to changes in the labor market, particularly precarious work 

arrangements, and the rise of new technologies that enable the promotion of professional 

personas. Today’s idols endorse the value of hard work to create a celebrity lifestyle, a career 

founded on meritocracy rather than luck; individuals who unabashedly self-brand to achieve 

fame and financial success through image-marketing and business savvy; and, who display 

“authentic narratives of the self” by sharing quotidian practices deemed relatable by the general 

public (Duffy & Pooley, 2019). These influences serve as models for users to emulate their 

lifestyle and the means used to achieve successful careers in an economy with conditions 

characterized by personal responsibility for outcomes, risk, anxiety, and the spread of an 

individualized workforce (Duffy & Pooley, 2019). In addition to amateur creative production, 

self-branding discourses encourage young laborers to strategize to promote their skills to gain 

access and experience in the culture industries. Self-branding strategies also play a pivotal role in 

reputation management and building networks to enhance social capital. 
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Invisible Labor and Self-Branding Strategies  

Taking an interdisciplinary approach (critical sociology and legal studies) to answer 

fundamental questions about what constitutes as work, scholars Winifred R. Poster, Marion 

Crain, and Miriam A. Cherry (2016) conceptualize the concept of invisible labor within paid 

employment relationships, including internships. They define invisible labor as activities:  

workers perform in response to requirements (either implicit or explicit) from employers 

and that are crucial for workers to generate income, to obtain or retain their jobs, and to 

further their careers, yet are often overlooked, ignored, and/or devalued by employers, 

consumers, workers, and ultimately the legal system itself (p. 6).  

 

Situated in the context of political economy of labor, invisible labor focuses on mandated, job-

specific tasks and its intrinsic and external rewards that typically benefit employers over 

individuals. Who is obscured and what tasks are categorized as work, rather than leisure or 

strictly conducted for pleasure, has implications for the labor process, including the rise of 

precarious work arrangements and consumerism, particularly through value-generating corporate 

brands (Poster, Crain, & Cherry, 2016). In terms of work that is valued and other marginalized 

forms of labor, John W. Budd (2016) draws on his 2011 book, The Thought of Work, to identify 

10 conceptions of work as the theoretical foundation of invisible labor. To support these 

conceptualizations, Budd defines work as “purposeful human activity involving physical or 

mental exertion that is not under- taken solely for pleasure and that has economic or symbolic 

value” (p. 29). The goal of this definition is to distinguish work activity from leisure, while 

providing space for the inclusion of unpaid forms of work that are not traditionally seen as labor, 

including caring for others, expressions of creativity, social relationships, personal fulfillment or 
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physical and psychological functions that satisfy individual needs, and identity creation (Budd, 

2016). “(O)ur mental models of what work is critically shape our beliefs about who is valued as a 

worker and what is valued as work” (p. 44). In terms of personal fulfillment, the implications of 

invisible labor include work that lacks intrinsic rewards, particularly jobs dismissed if the labor 

is undertaken or stigmatized as pleasurable (p. 42). While developed to describe types of 

women’s unpaid labor, including domestic and volunteer work, scholars have applied the 

concept of invisible labor to a variety of overlooked aspects of employment. Erin Hatton (2017) 

reconstructed the parameters of ‘invisible work’ as an analytical concept, arguing scholarship 

offered no concrete definition of the term, which ranged from work that was physically out of 

sight to economically and culturally devalued labor. Hatton (2017) defines invisible work as 

labor that is economically devalued through three intersecting sociological mechanisms: 

hegemonic cultural ideologies, exclusions from legal definitions of employment, and work that is 

physically segregated from a culturally defined worksite (p. 337).  Internships converge at the 

intersection of all three mechanism. Students perform aesthetic labor to conform to a corporate 

image; emotional labor to manage emotions (positive attitudes, eager to learn); and negotiate the 

tension between personal and professional identity to comply with organizational norms. These 

“types of labour may be implicitly or explicitly required by employers yet, either way, they are 

invisible because the goal of such labour is to make their products appear natural, rather than 

manufactured through individual effort” (Hatton, 2017, p. 340). In terms of sociolegal 

mechanisms, The U.S. Labor Department’s subjective primary beneficiary tests determines if an 

intern or student is an employee and entitled to a minimum wage under FLSA. Hatton (2017) 

categorizes this type of invisible labor, noting unpaid interns as among this population, as 

“workers who are legally characterized as not working for wages but for some other reason” (p. 
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341). Among my participant’s motivations for participating in internships without monetary 

compensation include opportunities to network and gaining professional experience through 

mentorship and on-site training programs. Lastly, interns perform work that is devalued through 

spatial dynamics. This work is not conducted within the institutional context of internship sites. 

Hatton (2017) outlines ‘casual digital labor’ as a prime example of labor rendered invisible 

because it typically involves unpaid online activities that can be performed anywhere (p. 344). 

This study’s participants performed work outside the institutional context, originating with the 

application process, campus networking events, and informal interviews with alumni. As work 

may be rendered invisible when careers are attached as a source of one’s social identity, Budd 

(2016) argues these work arrangements may lack legal protections and social recognition. 

Marion Crain (2016) chronicles invisible labor of employers who reframe work as 

consumption through enforcement of corporate personnel policies. If U.S. employment and labor 

laws categorize work as activities undertaken with expected compensation, controlled by and 

serve the employer’s interest, the way the court system interprets work “creates opportunities for 

employers to transform commercial transactions that yield profits for the firm into consumption-

centered, voluntary activities to which labor and employment law do not apply” (Crain, 2016, p. 

258). Crain (2016) highlights the consumption habits of persons not categorized as employees, 

often labelled as volunteers, interns, or student workers. Crain makes the compelling argument 

that as firms substitute brand prestige for compensation, industry access, exposure to the field, 

and networking opportunities, interns will continue to lose court rulings based on conditions that 

structure labor. This is particularly salient to interns as the new Department of Labor Fair 

Standards Act (FLSA) – Fact Sheet #71 (2018) test provides the criteria for who counts as an 

employee and, therefore, entitled to compensation and legal protections, and those individuals 
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who remain invisible (Crain, 2016). Adam Arvidsson, Alessandro Gandini, and Carolina 

Bandinelli (2016) explored self-branding as a form of invisible labor. Accordingly, skilled 

professionals invest in their reputations to become marketable assets. However, “The labor of 

self-branding is also invisible in the sense that this practice is rarely discussed or shared; it is 

simply something that one does as a matter of course, much like brushing one’s teeth or working 

out at the gym” (Arvidsson et al., 2016, p. 240). Thus, precarious workers collaborate and 

endorse their colleague’s reputations on social media. As these individuals gain professional 

contacts or connections, this network serves as third-party endorsements, which garners industry 

trust and credibility for their creative skillsets. 

Self-Branding and Social Networks 

 In 1997, Tom Peters wrote an article during the dot-com era for Fast Company magazine 

called “The Brand Called You,” highlighting the notion of individuals positioning themselves as 

free agents in a competitive marketplace and encouraging them to “establish your own micro 

equivalent of the Nike swoosh.” To be “a brand worthy of remark” has sparked scholarly 

attention on professional identity and labor (Burgess & Green, 2009; Duffy & Hund, 2015; 

Morris, 2014; Neff, 2012). Herminia Ibarra (1999) conducted interviews with junior 

professionals within the consulting and investment banking industries to understand identity 

changes during career transition from technician to managing client relationships. Building on 

the literature that views career transitions as opportunities to negotiate public and private self-

conceptions through interactions in their environment, Ibarra (1999) argues that individuals adapt 

to new professional roles through experimentation of provisional professional identities. Through 

temporary trials of personas within the workplace and based on feedback of colleagues about 

their attitudes and behavior elicited in their new role, people adapt and revise these constructed 
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identities throughout the duration of their career transition (Ibarra, 1999). In terms of internships, 

rooted in the social psychology literature, students seek evaluations and interactions with co-

workers, primarily site supervisors as potential role models, that confirm or modify their self-

concept based on this treatment and feedback from others. Interns make sense of their role within 

the workplace and professional progress through social comparison and observational learning 

(Ibarra, 1999). This insight illustrates the pivotal role on-site mentoring and feedback can play in 

student’s self-constructed professional identity formations during their initial career transition. 

Admittedly, Ibarra’s participants earned MBAs at top business schools; their self-concept and 

privileged status may be markedly different than college underclassmen. An individual’s social 

network plays a critical role in developing a personal brand during peer production.  

Coté and Pybus (2007) argue that the affective dimension of users’ social networks is a 

new way youth learn to labor and the most fundamental task to be successful is personal brand 

management (p. 95). Alison Hearn (2008) analyzed self-branding in a variety of media contexts, 

including participants on reality television, corporate websites, and social media networks. She 

argues that self-branding should be understood as labor as individuals produce a public persona 

with the primary goal of attracting attention to acquire monetary value and cultural status. Self-

branders become product, producer, and consumer but do not control the means of their own 

distribution (Hearn, 2008, p. 213). This well-crafted image persuades employers and may raise 

one’s profile within the culture industry, but the trade-off is that individuals become an object to 

be exploited; or, at the very least, a resource for the corporate extraction of value. Worse, an 

“authentic” private self is often eliminated in favor of a capital-generating visible representation 

of one’s personality and abilities (Hearn, 2008). Smith (2010) argues workers can “audition” for 

secure employment to demonstrate work ethic and build management trust by performing 
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identity and emotional labor. Among the unpaid opportunities or precarious paid gigs, Smith 

(2010) illuminates three distinct alternative pathways individuals can use to segue into a future 

career: volunteer within non-profit and for-profit sectors in diverse organizational domains; 

second, gain new skills and contacts while learning about different work environments during 

internships; or accept temporary jobs to generate income and maintain continuous employment 

on their resume or gain access to desired companies. In the culture industries, investment in 

human capital ensures individuals gain professional experience and expand personal networks. 

Smith (2010) notes several activities for individuals to enhance employability: build human 

capital (gain skills and industry knowledge), social connections (network to land jobs or learn 

about opportunities for upward mobility), and seek experience by laboring in unpaid roles, 

hoping to be hired into paid positions. While the production of creative artifacts helps build 

student laborers portfolios to earn access into the culture industries, individual pathways to 

careers typically require professional experience, especially by completing internships. As the 

public relations profession shifted creative focus to emerging technology, Liz Bridgen (2011) 

examined practitioners use of feelings and emotion managing social media channels. While 

based on interviews with a limited number of PR agency workers, Bridgen suggests social media 

practitioners balance corporate language and professional acumen with transparency and 

authenticity of their personal identity to serve as a liaison to journalists and clients in digital 

environments. These employees derived pleasure from online conversations and monitoring 

social platforms even though interactions and investment of emotional labor took place outside 

the workplace. Participants were self-taught on social media as a means to differentiate their 

skillset from colleagues in the hope their invested labor would benefit their future career 

aspirations (Bridgen, 2011). As new media responsibilities invaded nights and weekends, 
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Bridgen’s interviewees freely gave their time and emotional expense, knowing this activity 

benefited their employers, reasoning the tasks were a necessary part of their jobs that improved 

self-esteem for contributing good work and enhanced their personal brand with social media 

expertise (p. 71). In sum, the employee became products sold to corporate audiences; their 

commitment to develop new skills corresponded with personal branding discourses. These 

practitioners legitimized being used as a commodity as an investment in their individual career 

goals: “while the practitioner is both being exploited by the situation and exploiting the situation 

for their own personal gain, they are also ensuring that they can be exploited again in a future 

job” (Bridgen, 2011, p. 74).  This career strategy benefits the employer and has the potential for 

cultural producers to be exploited, yet practitioners found value in developing their skills on 

social media platforms. Developing a personal brand while gaining professional status is one of 

the foundational elements of Web 2.0.  

“Self-branding. The idea of turning yourself into a brand is now presented as an essential 

Web 2.0 strategy and is firmly instilled in modern business culture” (Marwick, 2013, p. 164). 

Marwick (2013) outlines Web. 2.0 success stories of social media gurus turned consultants like 

Laura Fitton, an early adopter of Twitter who founded the multi-million-dollar Twitter app store, 

OneForty. Marwick argues that self-branding is “the production of knowledge as a commodity, 

the belief that status is something better achieved than ascribed by the group, and the idea that 

micro-celebrity is something better ascribed than achieved (p. 164). Status is achieved through 

an individual’s accomplishments. And as such, this entrepreneurial strategy of individuals 

becoming brand does not strictly rely on emerging social media platforms. In fact, Fitton went 

bankrupt in part due to her financial dependence as a social media influencer. She was ascribed 

within the Twitterverse as an influencer; however, she did not personally profit financially from 



 
 

 

57 

 

her labor. Instead, Fitton relied on her knowledge of social media as a method to support 

businesses trying to communicate on emerging platforms. In Marwick’s terms, Fitton’s social 

media acumen became a commodity, which resulted in publications, speaking engagements and 

a venture-capital business that was quickly sold to HubSpot. A key element of self-branding 

discourses is that the term is championed during economic instability. The financial risk shifts 

from a Corporate America laden with a gig economy to a future determined by an 

entrepreneurial work ethic that positions the individual for a career seeping with agency and a 

canvas to showcase their creativity. Marwick (2013) notes self-branding mantra’s limitation: 

success is limited to the few and, while the work may be creatively rewarding, her informants 

were burdened with the relentless time-commitment to produce and maintain their newly 

branded identity (p. 204). Similarly, critical digital scholars Duffy and Schwartz (2017) found 

that contemporary employers within the media and cultural sectors strive for a prospective 

employee who is sociable, self-directed, flexible to ever-changing work schedules, and focused 

on an attention to detail, while being expected to work with urgency regardless if content 

production spills into their personal lives. While scholarship has primarily focused on 

participants transitioning to emerging platforms as working professionals, self-branding as a part 

of one’s professional identity typically begins on university campuses.  

Universities across the country include information for students to develop a personal 

brand online by visiting their Career Center websites. For example, Kansas State University’s 

Career Center page notes: “Today, it is increasingly important to share who you are and what 

you have to offer an employer, to create a "brand" for yourself. You are the product you are 

marketing to a potential buyer (the employer).”2 These career resources feature links to articles 

 

2 https://www.k-state.edu/careercenter/students/branding/personalbrand.html 
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on best practices and examples of personal branding for students to emulate, including crafting 

an “authentic” LinkedIn profile with consistent content, optimizing keywords for Search Engine 

Optimization, and networking activities like seeking recommendations from former internship 

supervisors. Kathryn LeBlanc (2018) argues personal branding centers on influencing opinions 

of classmates, professors and future employers. To self-brand, LeBlanc encourages college 

students to scrub social media accounts for incriminating photos and poor grammar, share their 

perspectives on podcasts and other platforms to build an online audience, and develop 

relationships with mentors at the internship site to grow their network of contacts who can help 

secure future employment. In addition to social media influencers and entrepreneurs touting the 

benefits of branding to college students, scholars have linked personal branding to neoliberal 

discourses implemented by knowledge workers in the digital economy.  

Steven Vallas and Andrea Hill (2018) interviewed 62 college-educated white-collar 

workers to examine perceptions of personal branding discourses and its impact on worker 

subjectivity. Among the career advice literature, “personal branding can be seen as an especially 

pure expression of neoliberal economic discourse” (Vallas & Hill, 2018, p. 288). This 

scholarship is situated around the core self-branding themes of emancipation from creativity-

stifling bureaucratic structures in favor of flexible work; abandoning unfulfilling routine jobs in 

pursuit of self-realization by passionately embracing an authentic, entrepreneurial identity 

toward their career and personal lives; and the marketization of one’s identity to obtain 

individual goals by deploying branding tactics utilized by celebrities and organizations. Vallas 

and Hill (2018) found that more than half of their participants internalized self-branding ethos, 

were empowered and employed its techniques, and viewed the self as a product to be promoted. 

In addition, “it was not uncommon for interviewees to use the language of personal branding 
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spontaneously, without any prompting from the interviewer” (p. 296).  Within this study, 

participants internalized and openly discussed self-branding techniques during our interviews. 

Gandini (2016) examined social media usage for self-branding purposes among freelance 

knowledge workers in London and Milan. She found self-branding is a process of “digital work” 

conducted as an investment in social relationships with an expected return of improving one’s 

reputation and instrumental to secure employment in the precarious digital economy (Gandini, 

2016). These examples highlight how self-branding intersects among career experts and scholars, 

often overlapping with ancillary activities like sociality, affective labor, reputation management 

and professionalization. Among the activities that represent self-branding among my participants 

were managing their social media presence to depict a professional image, acquiring social 

capital through strategic networking with former site supervisors on LinkedIn, and conducting 

informational interviews with alumni to gain access to internship opportunities.  

This dissertation builds on this literature by analyzing the construction of intern’s self-

branded personas in corporate environments. Students are fueled by the success stories featured 

in mainstream media that highlight interns who made their mark on organizations, while the 

countless tales of floundering college students go untold. Interns learn about the few 

“influencers” and are motivated by the myth that a stellar personal brand is all that is needed to 

distinguish oneself in a competitive marketplace. To examine student’s lived experience, in-

depth interviews will shed light on how students use their digital and communication skills to 

make a positive impression with management and the bureaucratic structures that may limit 

flexibility and stifle creativity. By understanding the internal logics of professional development 

programs and skills deemed essential by public relations management and career gurus, these 

insights can shape our understanding of how young workers navigate the tensions between 
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personal fulfillment, future career aspirations, and institutional practices. In addition, examining 

internships as meaningful, mentored experiences or chronicling college students who were 

neglected and exploited at the work site can highlight the value of creative autonomy during the 

production of creative content. If barriers to creative autonomy are present within existing 

corporate cultures or if mediated discourses within industry trade publications encourage these 

outcomes as best practices, this dissertation’s findings can serve as a positive intervention to 

improve internship programs and benefit students embarking on culture industries career paths.  

Engaging the Research Subject 

The theoretical contributions of this work include filling the “labor blind spot” of PEC 

and bridging the political economy framework with cultural studies. This study will employ PEC 

to explore how the public relations industry works and the social and power relationships 

between interns and the organization. A critical PEC analysis of internships will highlight the 

contract between intern and organization as paid and unpaid arrangements, how the culture 

industries are marketed to students and positioned to solicit student labor, including the 

ontological rewards used to frame these organizations as “glamorous” and the various discourses 

of value participation within the culture industries entails, such as networking, socialization, 

professional development. This research directly answers Corrigan’s (2018) call for PEC 

researchers to triangulate trade press analysis with additional sources and research methods, 

including in-depth interviews with practitioners. In addition, a cultural studies framework will 

examine the hegemonic practices that impact interns’ experiences within these institutions; and 

how these individuals respond within this context, particularly focusing on the role of power, 

consent, and agency while drawing attention to areas of resistance.  
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The following analysis will build off the work of Arvidsson’s (2008) primary motivations 

of “socially recognized self-realization,” where participants take pride in their work, but also 

hope to have their skills recognized by their peers; and Kuehn and Corrigan’s (2013) secondary 

motivation, the concept of “Hope Labor.” While this study’s participants were motivated by peer 

recognition, social pleasures, and laboring for industry experience in the present in the hope of 

future employment, I attempt to address motivations for productivity and unpaid labor within the 

confines of a professional context.  To do so, I expand on Fast and colleagues (2016) analysis of 

unpaid work to determine who creates what type of value for whom, through what type of work, 

and for what reasons. If interns add value to an organization through the production of creative 

content, creative autonomy is a key lens to explicate this research.  

This dissertation’s theoretical contribution also includes how authoring the self is linked 

to practices of consumption; specifically, how neoliberal discourses may manipulate individuals 

to self-brand and participate in precarious work arrangements. Within the culture industries, 

interns serve as the neoliberal subject who embrace self-branding and entrepreneurial discourses 

as a mechanism to ‘make sense’ of intern economy. This study aims to identify motivations for 

interns who grant consent to hegemonic relationships with the culture industries. If internship 

opportunities are exploitative, particularly in terms of monetary compensation, what incentives 

factor into these individual’s decisions to allow for their own domination? This balance between 

domination and resistance is salient for interns who grant consent to participate, but also must 

find a voice to speak out against exploitative working conditions or uncompensated activities. 

Cohen (2015) contends entrepreneurial discourses mask quotidian precarious working conditions 

and a culture of self-branding that leads to the “commodification of journalists’ labor” that 

benefits media outlets (p. 528). In addition, Crain (2016) argues that firms substitute brand 
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prestige for compensation, industry access, exposure to the field, and networking opportunities. 

Arvidsson and colleagues (2016) exploration of self-branding as a form of invisible labor also 

can frame how skilled professionals invest in their reputations to become marketable assets. In 

terms of internships, students value individualism and competition among peers for prestigious 

culture industry placements. The neoliberal subject is empowered by the prospects of being a 

free agent who focuses on reputation management and networking strategies to take personal 

responsibility for internship placement outcomes in pursuit of self-actualizing careers. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

To answer my research questions from critical political economy of communication and cultural 

studies theoretical standpoints, I adopted a multi-method qualitative research approach to analyze 

college students interning within the culture industries. This included, 1. an institutional analysis 

of approximately 50 internship postings provided insights on how the industry recruits intern 

labor, 2. a textual analysis of trade publication articles in PR News that examines an industry 

perspective of the desired skills of entry-level laborers and best practices for overseeing 

corporate internship programs, and 3. in-depth interviews with college students illuminated on 

how these participants positioned themselves to maintain their professional brands and improve 

employment prospects. Each of these methods can inform and be informed by the other, and thus 

serve as a unifying and highly textured way to address my overarching research questions.  

The institutional analysis of internship postings bridges the textual analysis of trade 

publication articles as each offers insight about how the industry solicits aspiring creative 

professionals, how the industry speaks among themselves about the division of labor, and best 

practices for supervising internships. The interviews consider multiple participants’ perspectives 

about their creative role, governance structure, and motivations for participating in internships.  

Overall, the institutional analysis of internship postings examines RQ1: How do the 

culture industries solicit intern labor? The textual analysis of trade publication articles primarily 

addresses RQ2: How do cultural artifacts, particularly industry trade publications, define the 

ideal aspiring professional? How do the culture industries extract value from student laborers? 

Lastly, depth interviews focus on RQ3: What motivates interns to produce content for 

organizations if they are not working for a paycheck? and, RQ4: In what ways do mediated 
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discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of management and perspective interns in 

the culture industries? What impact does corporate bureaucratic structures have on interns' 

creative autonomy? Throughout the dissertation I expand the scope of this study’s overarching 

research questions by examining internships as a process and the constraints that hinder students’ 

success.  

Positionality Statement: PR Experience and Data Analysis  

I completed two unpaid internships as an English major, including the Public Relations 

Department at King’s College. This internship sparked my career in the culture industries as I 

was hired for a full-time position prior to commencement. For 14 years, I managed social media 

platforms, wrote news releases and profiles, collaborated with journalists for media relations, and 

edited video projects. More importantly for this project, I supervised interns who had a myriad of 

experiences in our office. Some students developed quickly and progressed from completing 

menial news releases to advanced video projects. A few were disinterested, languishing through 

news releases with zero interest in learning about the industry. These individuals interned to 

satisfy program requirements to earn their undergraduate degree, completed their required hours 

in our office, and moved on to other passions. For the last three years, I supervised all 

communication interns at Keystone College in La Plume, Pennsylvania. As a regional liberal arts 

college, our students worked with minor-league affiliate sports teams, local newspapers, and on-

campus departments. Throughout the semester, I worked with students completed weekly 

readings to help acclimate to the professional work site, journal entries about their experiences, 

and presented their portfolio of work completed at the internship site. The focus was on student’s 

learning objectives or specific assignments students wanted to pursue to develop the skillsets 

they deemed necessary to prepare for their future careers.  
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These three experiences played a pivotal role in this dissertation. I participated in all three 

entry points: as an intern, internship site supervisor and faculty supervisor. My experience 

working with approximately 50 interns shaped my interview questions in terms of how students 

approached the intern economy, why students wanted to work at the targeted organization, and 

what they hoped to achieve from their internships. While my experience provided a vast amount 

of knowledge about internships, it also narrowed my perspective. To compensate for my 

personal baggage, I relied on the literature for internships, industry trade publications for best 

practices, as well as discussions with participants, faculty, industry site supervisors, and 

university internship program coordinators. Secondly, I was interested in elite internship 

experiences at PR agencies and how they recruited students. What skills were essential at these 

prestigious firms? How much experience did they need to qualify for the position? What would 

they learn at the work site? Here, internship postings were my entry point. Lastly, I was 

interested in best practices. What guidelines did the industry provide for structuring and 

governing intern labor? Who benefits from this relationship? In sum, my professional experience 

helped me make sense of the data and evaluate patterns that evolved from each of these 

analytical entry points. It helped analyze the implicit role and responsibilities of interns working 

in the culture industries, the subtle clues of internal governance structures that may mentor or 

neglect new workers, as well as honed my interview questions for my participants to learn about 

their lived experiences primarily in PR and media industries.  

Constructing the Ideal Public Relations Employee  

To understand the discourses of the public relations industry in a popular trade, I 

conducted a textual analysis of PR News, a weekly publication serving the communications and 
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marketing community at corporations, agencies and nonprofits3. The newsletter, which began 70 

years ago, is published each Monday. Articles are designed to enhance PR practitioner’s skills 

through its newsletter, webinars, conferences, and guidebooks. Topics include social media, 

crisis management, measurement, employee relations, media training, and writing. The article 

database features current and past issues of PR News, including case studies, tip sheets, and 

research. PR News hosts a webinar series, including a recent webinar, titled “Making Killer 

Video for Your Brand When You’re a PR Army of One,” and national events, such as the Crisis 

and Measurement Summit 2020, and The Social Shake-Up Show in May 2020 in Atlanta.   

PR News Online highlights recent articles, programs, learning opportunities, awards 

deadlines, and job postings4. Using the ABI/Inform Collection database, I performed a search for 

“interns” within the “PR News” source list in the database, which included articles from a 

twenty-year span. I filtered content to “Trade Journals” for source type and “PR News” 

publication title.  I read each article and removed stories concerning medical interns, the Monica 

Lewinsky and Chandra Levy scandals (both were interns), general intern news briefs, and non-

PR related programs to focus on the PR industry. I was left with 54 articles to form the corpus 

for textual analysis.  

After reading the 54 PR News articles, I conducted a qualitative analysis using grounded 

theory, developed by sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, a research technique that 

has been implemented in the study of future journalists (Creech & Mendelson, 2015) and career 

guides in the creative industry (Hong, 2015). Barney G. Glaser (2002) argues grounded theory is 

 

3 About Us. PR News Online. Retrieved from http://www.prnewsonline.com/about 

4 Designed for professors and universities and colleges department chairpersons, the section 
titled, “PR in the Classroom,” offers “resources and a real-world perspective of PR and 
communications.” PR News is a product of Access Intelligence LLC. 
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the creation of “emergent conceptualizations into integrated patterns, which are denoted by 

categories and their properties” (p. 23). In other words, the researcher’s concepts are generated 

through naming emergent social patterns grounded in research data; conceptual descriptions 

evolve from constant comparison of theoretically sampled data while coding until saturation; 

and, thus, validity is achieved when the researcher’s chosen wording best represents the 

emergent patterns (Glaser, 2002). In terms of an analysis of trade publications, I draw from and 

follow the example of Maureen Taylor and Michael L. Kent (2010) who explored social media 

and student anticipatory socialization into the public relations profession with a content analysis 

of the Public Relations Society of America’s publication, Public Relations Tactics5. Specifically, 

following, Taylor and Kent, I selected a PR publication read by practitioners that would 

represent an appropriate source for analysis of professional claims about internships. However, 

Taylor and Kent took a quantitative approach to coding their sample of 59 articles from April 

2008 to March 2009. My qualitative analysis of 54 examined stories that addressed internships 

from the 1990’s through 2018. 

To organize the data, I employ the comprehensive coding techniques for qualitative data 

analysis developed by scholar Johnny Saldaña (2013). The PR News texts were initially explored 

using the first cycle coding method of Focused Coding, which categorized data based on 

thematic or conceptual similarity to find the most frequent or salient codes with the aim of 

developing major categories or themes in the data corpus (Saldaña, 2013). After reviewing the 

data and inductively refining the initial results, focused codes were grouped and labeled. Second 

cycle coding was completed using Pattern Coding to label “meta-codes” and organize the data 

into three primary themes which attribute meaning to each organizational structure (Saldaña, 

 

5 This PRSA monthly publication has since been renamed Strategies and Tactics. 
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2013). The categories that emerged included industry preparation; talent recruitment, 

socialization efforts and internal training programs; and ideal skills for a career in the public 

relations profession.  

Soliciting Labor in the Intern Economy 

To understand the themes that underscore public relations’ and marketing firms’ 

recruitment of student labor, I examined internship postings at the top 25 communications firms 

as listed by The Holmes Report (“Global Top 250 PR Agency Rankings,” 2018). Founded in 

2000 by Paul Holmes, The Holmes Group provides analysis of the PR industry with a focus on 

international trends and events.6 In addition to job postings, feature articles, social media and 

original video content on the organization’s website (holmesreport.com) and free newsletter, as 

well as premium content for $199 yearly fee, the Holmes Group hosts the SABRE Awards, the 

world’s largest PR awards program. Holmes Group hosted the Global PR Summit, featuring 

senior practitioners and internationally renowned speakers, in fall 2018 in Washington, D.C.  

Culture industry internship postings offer texts to better understand what is being 

extracted in the relationship between the organization and individual. Specifically, this chapter 

examines internship postings over a three-year period, ranging from Summer 2018 through Fall 

2020 academic semesters from the top 25 public relations and marketing firms in the United 

States. To conduct this study, I created a database of the Holmes Report’s top 25 companies 

based on corporate earnings. After removing international organizations from my sample, 14 

companies were the focus of analysis. I researched each company’s website for internship 

postings. In addition, I searched career websites, such as LinkedIn, Monster.com, Career Builder, 

 

6 About the Holmes Report: https://www.holmesreport.com/footer-pages/about-the-holmes-
report 
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Internships.com, and Indeed.com, for internship postings from these companies between 

September 2019 and August 2020. Lastly, I contacted the Human Resources Department or 

Internship Program Coordinator at all 14 communication firms to obtain internship postings from 

the past three years. This allowed me to include internship postings that were no longer open to 

enrollment and removed from corporate and career websites. This research design is consistent 

with current communication studies. Duffy and Schwartz (2017) examined 100 job recruitment 

advertisements as a discursive site imagining the ideal social media workers. Kerr and Kelleher 

(2015) conducted a content analysis of 75 job advertisements in combination with face-to-face 

interviews to examine recruitment and work of community managers in the games industry. 

Discenna (2016) approached discourses of unpaid labor through the lens of critical discourse 

analysis to study 50 internship postings targeting communication and journalism undergraduates. 

I draw from these examples by identifying how these scholars organized the data and the 

creation of potential coding categories (position title, job description, requisite skills and 

qualifications, work culture). However, I did not code for gendered language or implement 

Charmaz’s coding scheme (Duffy & Schwartz, 2017) or use natural language processing and 

work frequency approach to analyze the corpus (Kerr & Kelleher, 2015).   

The corpus of analysis featured traditional undergraduate and graduate student semester-

long internships, six-month fellowships, and several remote positions offered to ensure the health 

and safety of interns due to the uncertain working conditions resulting from Covid-19, 

particularly government mandated statewide Stay-at-Home orders to help combat the virus. More 

than 125 single-spaced pages comprised the corpus of analysis. Internship recruitment postings 

varied in length, ranging from 200 to 940 words. Internships were hosted in 16 cities 

representing 11 states, including Atlanta, Austin, Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles, New York City, 
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Orlando, Portland, and Washington, D.C. To provide insight in how public relations agencies 

imagine the ideal intern, my final data sample included 37 internship positions that spanned 19 

practice areas, including public relations, consumer brand marketing, technology, research and 

analytics, social media, gaming, integrated communication, digital media, graphic design, and 

health communications. Five postings were removed from the initial sample during first-cycle 

coding. These positions, while housed at top PR agencies, were eliminated after reading the 

position descriptions and primarily responsibilities and learning that these positions were 

opportunities for non-culture industries majors, such as human resource management or finance.  

After printing the internship recruitment postings and reading for trends and patterns, I 

began coding intern education level, professional experience and majors required for each 

worksite, internship title and location, desired professional skills and qualifications, as well as 

“About Us” organizational overviews. After a second review of the data, my coding categories 

included compensation, week and hourly availability, duration of internship, opportunities to 

continue at firms, ontological rewards or selling points of participation targeted to prospective 

interns, role and responsibilities, and qualifications (industry, soft skills, and technical 

requirements). Internship recruitment postings were coded in order to identify the nature of 

governance structure of the individual and the extent to which the internship would offer creative 

autonomy or team-oriented working arrangements.  

Socialization and Professionalization Within Culture Industries  

This research situates public relations as a professional practice embedded within the 

social structure of public relations organizations and the role practitioners play in creating 

content and cultivating new talent to the culture industries. As a public relations practitioner with 

nearly 15-years of experience in higher education, I managed various social media channels, 



 
 

 

71 

 

wrote news releases and profile articles, collaborated with journalists for print and broadcast 

coverage, and edited video projects. More importantly, I directly supervised dozens of 

communication and media majors’ internships. As a communications faculty member at a 

regional liberal arts college, I am responsible for the academic component of internship 

experiences for all communication arts and digital media majors.  While the self-reflexive events 

of my professional experience will not be extracted for data for this dissertation (i.e., 

autoethnography), studying the literature has foregrounded questions of power, creative 

autonomy and meaningful work that has shaped questions addressed during in-depth interviews 

with students, interviewer self-reflexivity, and may orient the practical suggestions to improve 

the relationship between organization and interns in this study’s conclusion.  

To assess the motivations and internship experiences of college students, drawing upon 

cultural industries literature, particularly anticipatory socialization, creative autonomy and self-

branding, I conducted 28 semi-structured in-depth interviews with current students or recent 

college graduates until responses reached the saturation point (Brennen, 2013). Students varied 

by age, gender, and ethnicity. Participants completed internships in the culture industries (public 

relations, journalism, marketing and advertising, etc.). Many were responsible for creating social 

media content at least part-time for their internship site on a variety of social media platforms, 

including Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, among others. I recruited participants by e-mailing 

internship coordinators at several colleges and universities. Specifically, my search for 

participants began with my previous employer and local network to reach current 

communications students. From there, I employed snowball sampling techniques to contact 

internship coordinators at several schools located in Northeastern Pennsylvania. Overseeing 

internships differed by college as some internship coordinators were housed in a Career 
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Services-like office and others were managed by communication and media faculty. I created an 

email template to solicit participants that was either the internship coordinator or a faculty 

member shared to potential participants through an e-mail blast to their communication majors 

who completed an internship within the last academic year or who were currently participating in 

an internship. Throughout the process, I utilized personal connections to expand the pool of 

participants by reaching out to faculty members at various schools in the tri-state area. In total, 

28 interns from 12 colleges and universities, ranging from regional liberal arts to urban research 

centers located in Pennsylvania and New Jersey agreed to participate in interviews.  

This study draws on the research techniques outlined by Andrea Fontana and James H. 

Frey (1998) regarding unstructured interviews, locating informants, gaining trust and 

establishing rapport with respondents, and collecting empirical materials. Interviews were 

conducted by telephone or in-person from June through August 2018. Each interview lasted 

between 30 and 120 minutes. All interviews were transcribed by Kelsey Transcripts, which 

resulted in over 570 single-spaced transcribed pages. Participants were granted anonymity and 

assured that the study will be conducted for scholarly purposes. The in-depth interviews allowed 

respondents to discuss social media production, as well as working conditions, socialization 

processes, time commitments and off-the-clock responsibilities. In addition to social media 

responsibilities, each participant was asked to describe tasks essential to their internships, which 

included media relations, research, public affairs, management and administration, and 

community relations. Participants primarily worked at higher educational institutions, health care 

providers, public relations and advertising agencies, start-up tech firms, and nonprofit 

community partners. All participants worked at United States companies. Each interview began 

with participants providing consent to being audio-recorded. I requested that each interviewee 
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withhold any identifying information to ensure participant confidentiality as a paid transcription 

service was used to transcribe interview data. Again, all participants were assured confidentiality 

in research findings, either by name, associated college or university, or in terms of the 

participant’s internship site. The interviews opened with a brief introduction of why the research 

was being conducted and open-ended questions about participants’ college and internship 

experience.  

The semi-structured interviews broadly included questions for interns to reflect on: 1) 

how they began working for the current employer, 2) job responsibilities, 3) how they gained 

industry and social media experience 4) socialization processes to a professional workplace and 

5) management supervision. Questions lead to follow-up discussions about student’s perceptions 

of socialization processes, career preparation, and the benefits of internship experience, in 

general. A complete interview schedule is provided in Appendix A.   

Questions asked include:  

- How did you learn about this internship experience?  

- Did you get any feedback on the internship process? Did you talk to your advisor or 

your campus’s internship coordinator about potential internship sites? 

- Do you believe the students with more internships are more employable or 

marketable than students who had fewer or no internship experience? 

- Was the work challenging? As your internship went on, did your responsibilities 

change? Were you given harder assignments?  

- Were there any classes that you found particularly helpful in preparing you for an 

internship? Can you remember any skills or concepts that you learned in class that 

you applied to a task during the internship?  
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- Think back to the original job description for this internship. Did the internship meet 

the employer’s description of what you’d be doing there?  

- What was the ultimate goal for taking this internship? Did you hope it would lead to a 

full-time job? 

By examining these individual’s social networks and patterns of personal and 

professional relationships, my goal is to identify categories based on the data that highlight 

processes shared by college interns entering the culture industries in terms of negotiating 

governance structures, socialization, and professional development.  These categorical themes 

will overlap and interconnect to provide a foundational understanding of these individual’s 

creative environments. Interviews with current interns explore how universities prepare these 

students for work and how the culture industries solicit intern labor, highlighting the tension 

between ideology and student’s lived experience. In addition, as agency is a key conceptual tool 

for this dissertation, interviews shed light on intern’s cognizant awareness of exploitative 

relationships (anticipated and experienced), as well as practices of resistance.  

Methods and Overarching Thesis 

In sum, these three methods, when combined, will help to answer this dissertation’s 

overarching thesis question: How institutional practices may contribute to potential exploitive 

working conditions for college interns who grant consent to this relationship when these 

individuals adopt neoliberal and self-branding ideologies. The institutional analysis focuses on 

young laborer’s expectations of the intern economy that influence their behavior and motivations 

to work within a professional context, as well as the governance structures designed to extract 

value from their “free” labor at the internship site. The textual analysis of trade publications can 

shed light on how the culture industries define the ideal emerging professional, as well as the 
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defined roles of management that may hinder these worker’s creative autonomy. Lastly, in-depth 

interviews will investigate the lived experience of contemporary intern labor, why these workers 

grant consent to potentially exploitative internships, and the entrepreneurial strategies these 

individuals use to position themselves for employment in a competitive marketplace.  
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CHAPTER 4 
‘EMPLOYMENT NOT GUARANTEED’: 

SOLICITING YOUNG LABORERS INTO PR AGENCIES 

Why would a young laborer interested in the profession of public relations accept an unpaid 

position? This chapter seeks to better understand how the relationship emerges between a student 

laborer and public relations and marketing communication agencies. Though internships are seen 

as part of the education process for the culture industries, there has been scant attention placed 

on the political economic aspects of these kinds of labor, particularly the ideologies coded in the 

ways organizations seek to communicate their expectations and the value of the experience to 

prospective interns. But does an internship provide anything of value to the individual? Public 

relations agency’s recruitment postings provide a mode of discourse that establishes rules within 

the internship system between the organization and individual and make textual the terms of this 

relationship while outlining some of the expectations of the experiential learning experience. 

This institutional practice details the working conditions and interns grant consent to participate 

in the relationship with each organization. These texts may be then used to construct the 

internship contract between the student and organization, outlining learning outcomes the student 

deems necessary for career development. Internship objectives, or the ideal outcomes of the 

internship from the student’s perspective, are typically influenced by the intern’s faculty mentor 

who gauges student competencies and crafts a list of objectives to improve the student’s 

professional skillset during the internship.  

An analysis of internship recruitment ads, specifically examining whether the primary 

responsibilities are administrative or practical professional experience is a key indicator to 

determine if the internship empowers or exploits young laborers. Andrew Ross (2000) has 

identified the “cultural discount” in which the “labor problem figures primarily as the challenge 
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of maintaining a steady supply of workers willing to discount the price of their labor for love of 

their craft” (p. 6). Here, the issue of a paycheck for student labor comes to the forefront as each 

organization internship posting either highlights the wage, and at what hourly rate, or if a firm 

neglect to specify compensation. If an internship does not mention payment, how do top public 

relations agencies “sell” the position to ideal candidates? Scholars rarely analyze internship 

postings to interpret meanings conveyed within the text, particularly how language is used to 

manipulate the relationship between the individual and organization, as well as how the industry 

and profession is marketed to prospective interns. Thomas A. Discenna (2016) conducted a 

critical discourse analysis of internship postings targeting communication and journalism majors. 

Discenna contends internship descriptions use market discourses to construct the ideal employee, 

introducing “want ads” into the curriculum and endorsed by universities, texts that include 

lexical choices to promote the ideal worker as an unpaid employee. Another notable exception is 

Brooke Erin Duffy and Becca Schwartz’s (2017) analysis of social media jobs and internships. 

Below, Table 1 is a comparison of desired skillsets for ideal candidates recruited at PR agencies 

in this study and internship recruitment ads analyzed by Duffy and Schwartz (2017).  

Table 1. Comparison of the Ideal Candidate at PR Agencies and Social Media Positions 

 PR Agency Positions Social Media Positions 
Internship Postings Sample Size 37 49 
Paid 78.4% 30.6% 
Unpaid/For College Credit 0.02% 65.3% 
Neglected to List Compensation 18.9% 0.04% 
Appeals to informality or “fun”  19% 16% 
Flexibility 25% 18% 
Multitasking 38% 27% 
Organizational Skills 54% 39% 
Self-Starter 32% 20% 
Expressions of Affect or Passion 35% 31% 
Sociality or Interpersonal Skills 51% 49% 
Media Literacy  38% N/A 
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 To explore the relationship between PR agencies and young workers, this chapter 

addresses the following research questions:  

RQ1: How do the culture industries solicit intern labor?  

RQ4: In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of 

management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact do corporate 

bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy? 

 

Global public relations agencies and marketing communication firms frame experiences as 

“unique opportunities” to gain exposure to a diverse roster of global brands working across a 

variety of practice areas, including consumer marketing, public affairs, health care, and digital 

communication. Other top marketing and PR firms highlighted professional skill development 

through internship mentoring programs that, if selected, young workers are trained and hired into 

entry-level positions and provided networking opportunities with senior executives. Discenna 

(2016) offers evidence that most descriptions fail to clearly define the curriculum or set of skills 

that will be learned through internship opportunities. While the motivations of interns entering 

the PR and marketing industry cannot be gauged through an institutional analysis, this method 

does offer insight into how meaning is constructed in recruitment postings, which textualizes the 

terms of the relationship between an individual and an organization in a way that preserves 

ideological constructions of labor, exploitation, and governance structures.  

This study aims to uncover internship recruitment postings role as discursive objects that 

articulate not only expectations between organizations and students, but also code a certain kind 

of ideological vision for what the labor of elite agency internships should entail. Following an 

overview of agency postings, I’ll explore themes that emerged from the data that give form to the 
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relationship between intern and organization. The themes expressed in the postings may elicit 

students’ emotional responses to the media text, particularly exploiting the ontological rewards 

of future employment and privileged access or exposure to the culture industries. The 

organization’s vocabulary within these media texts makes the working conditions desirable and 

manageable, illustrating how students will be governed, either with creative autonomy or through 

mentored relationships, and concealing forms of exploitation that, when highlighted, can help 

interns navigate postings to pursue more ideal career paths or professional rewarding experiential 

learning experiences.  

Overview: Intern Recruitment Postings 

To better understand what is being extracted in the relationship between the organization 

and student laborer, my search for internship postings was conducted from February through 

August 2020 at the top 25 public relations and marketing firms, according to The Holmes Report 

(“Global Top 250 PR Agency Rankings,” 2018). These recruitment listings were featured on 

firm’s employment webpage, college and university career planning websites, and employment-

oriented professional networking platforms, such as GlassDoor.com, Internship.com and 

LinkedIn. In addition, internship and human resources representatives at all 25 organizations 

were emailed to solicit any previous internship positions within the past three years.  

In total, 14 public relations and marketing communication agencies were represented in 

my sample for internship positions spanning from summer 2018 through fall of 2020. Postings 

solicited traditional undergraduate students through college graduates, ranging in duration from a 

semester-long internship to six-month fellowships7. In addition, several remote positions were 

 

7 The term “fellowship” typically refers to an entry-level job for recent college graduates 
working in the private sector, as well as degree holders who receive specialized training while 
pursuing additional education (Kowarski, 2019). 
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offered in 2020 to ensure the health and safety of interns due to the uncertain working conditions 

resulting from Covid-19, particularly to abide by government mandated statewide Stay-at-Home 

orders to help combat the virus. Internships were hosted in 16 cities representing 11 states. To 

provide insight in how public relations agencies imagine the ideal intern, my final data sample 

included 37 internship positions that spanned 19 practice areas, including public relations, 

consumer brand marketing, technology, research & analytics, social media, gaming, integrated 

communication, digital media, graphic design, and health communications.  

My coding categories included compensation, week and hourly availability, duration of 

internships, opportunities to continue at firms, benefits or “selling points” to prospective interns, 

role and responsibilities, and qualifications (industry, soft skills, and technical requirements). 

Internship recruitment postings were coded in order to identify the nature of governance 

structure of the individual and the extent to which the internship would offer creative autonomy 

or team-oriented working arrangements.  

Soliciting Talent: Submission Materials  

The primary submission materials required for consideration at PR agencies are an 

updated resume and cover letter that summarizes their academic major and coursework, available 

start date, and rationale for why they should be selected as an intern. Several organizations 

require applicants to highlight specialized skills, such as social media expertise or fluency in 

additional languages, as well as relevant industry-specific knowledge. In terms of submission 

requirements that delineated from the above standard materials, several firms required essay 

responses to writing prompts, such as: “What’s something brave you’d like to see a brand do? 

Why? Is there a topic or issue you feel a specific brand could/should address?” Lastly, a few 

global public relations agencies featured organization-specific requirements: one marketing 
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position requested letters of recommendation; an agency hiring paid strategic communication 

interns solicited applicants with strong academic backgrounds; and a graphic design internship 

sought links to an online portfolio that demonstrated design proficiency and creative skills.  

Compensation 

Seven employers neglected to include compensation within the internship posting. One 

Florida-based PR internship for fall 2020 directly labelled the opportunity as an “non-paid 

position.” Of the remaining positions, over 78 percent (29/37) of top PR and marketing 

communication firms hosted paid internship experiences. Of the 29 paid positions, 10 employers 

seeking full-time interns listed the pay rate, which ranged from $13-17 per hour; among these 

organizations, interns earned an average wage of $14.30 per hour.  

College Degree and Industry Experience Preferred 

The level of education required varied in class rank from any current student to preferring 

college graduates. While four organizations did not cite education-level requirements, nearly 47 

percent (15/32) required a bachelor’s degree for consideration of open internship positions. Most 

required applicants to be enrolled in PR, journalism, communication, English or other writing-

focused majors. Prior internship or industry experience was an additional requirement for ideal 

candidates. Overall, nearly 38 percent (14/37) of position preferred prior internship experience in 

PR, corporate communication, journalism, or digital marketing.  In addition, four firms required 

previous PR agency experience.  

Availability, Duration, and Opportunities for Extensions 

Students should expect to work full-time at the internship site. While two positions did 

not list an hour requirement, more than 78 percent (29/37) required interns to work full-time, 

maintain continuous employment, or work at the firm for a minimum of 30 hours per week. Six 
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positions required at least three days or 20 hours per week. The duration of internships could be 

grouped into two primary categories: traditional three-month semester-long internships and four-

six months fellowships. More than 70 percent (26/37) of positions were a minimum of three 

months; approximately 30 percent (11/37) of fellowships ranged from four to six months. While 

one strategic communication position highlighted that “Employment is not guaranteed at the 

completion of the internship,” five top PR agencies featured opportunities for full-time positions 

at the completion of the internship; these postings hyped internship programs as the main source 

of the organization’s talent recruitment efforts.  

Soliciting Talent: Industry Exposure and Skill Development 

The recruitment listings in my sample solicited interns into the application process by 

invoking two equally appealing opportunities: elite agency exposure or skill development 

through the execution of initiatives for global brands8. Nearly 57 percent (21/37) of positions 

elicited notions of growing professionally through authentic experience in an agency setting. A 

consumer branding position noted how “interns have the opportunity to gain exposure to a range 

of public relations skills, including competitive and industry research and analysis, building 

media lists, media monitoring, writing media materials, developing internal communications 

materials, social media management, and event planning.” Another agency’s 2020 summer 

internship program is “an opportunity for college students to gain firsthand experience in an 

agency setting.” Other firms were more casual about the appeals, including an Austin-based PR 

 

8 Professional roles and responsibilities may overlap for certain positions. Internships focused on providing workers 
with industry exposure may include research and media lists as primary tasks, but these workers may also write 
news releases and social media posts as part of the experience. As such, role and responsibilities were included in 
either the exposure or skillset sections based on majority; for example, media literacy was a required skill in 14 of 
37 positions. Nine of 14 positions solicited students with internships highlighting industry exposure as the primary 
selling point. Therefore, media literacy was included in the exposure section. 



 
 

 

83 

 

internship seeking candidates who wanted to “find out what it feels like to be a bright, shining 

star.” A marketing communications firm solicited “our next generation of leaders.” These calls 

allowed workers to apply their studies to learn firsthand about the industry. Industry exposure 

positions included the one unpaid internship and the majority of postings that neglected 

compensation. For instance, a fall 2020 position in Florida addressed academic credit and zero 

monetary compensation: 

This is a non-paid position offering the right candidate class credit and a valuable 

opportunity to learn a wide range of strategic, tactical and client service skills, as well as 

garner hands-on industry experience working alongside both junior and senior staff.  

 

This position boasts several desirable aspects of work to compensate for lack of a paycheck, 

including class credit, the opportunity to learn strategic skills, work with clients, and mentorship 

with in-house professionals. Similarly, more than 21 percent (8/37) of ads partnered interns with 

award-winning industry professionals or unique opportunities to work with industry experts. For 

example, one summer 2020 strategic communication internship at a consulting agency 

emphasized that new workers “will have your own mentor or performance manager to help you 

identify your goals, develop a plan to achieve them and monitor your success.” A Washington, 

D.C. PR internship program assigned mentors “for support and guidance in helping the intern get 

acclimated into the PR industry and business environment.” Within these positions, the primary 

responsibility for students interning at PR agencies were invisible labor tasks.  

Invisible labor within paid employment relationships, including internships, can be 

defined as activities individuals perform to generate income and are required, yet devalued by 

employers (Poster, Crain, & Cherry, 2016). Contrary to deliverables that produce tangible 
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portfolio pieces like news releases or social media content, invisible labor tasks are the behind-

the-scenes preparation work on an agency’s communication campaigns. Hatton (2017) would 

categorize these invisible labor tasks among the hegemonic cultural mechanisms that are 

economically devalued. At the internship site, this labor appears natural rather than manufactured 

through individual effort. Interns produce content but do not own the final products of their 

labor. More than 81 percent (30/37) of postings featured account research or providing 

presentation deliverables about clients to C-Level executives. In addition, interns were required 

to identify digital influencers for client campaigns, as well as gather and synthesize data. 

Similarly, a primary responsibility was administrative research, such as tracking and logging 

media coverage. More than 56 percent (21/37) of recruitment postings detailed media monitoring 

of client’s coverage on traditional or social media, filing media clips and reporting analytics. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, agencies sought value from interns who can share fresh ideas and 

insights during strategy development sessions. More than half of the postings (51.3%; 19/37) 

outlined how candidates would contribute to the firm during brainstorming sessions for internal 

and client meetings, pitching story ideas and strategy development as active members of account 

teams. In addition, approximately 46 percent (17/37) of interns will conduct invisible labor in the 

form of building media lists. In this capacity, student laborers research relevant journalists, social 

media influencers, and editors, compiling lists of industry professionals to target with appropriate 

media messages (news releases and story pitches), and building relationships with media 

contacts in the hope of generating positive organizational or client media coverage.  

A critical ability of qualified candidates is media literacy. Nearly 38 percent (14/37) 

positions focused on need for interns to consume and evaluate news coverage and story 

elements, understand print and electronic media, and identify current trends in PR, integrated 



 
 

 

85 

 

marketing, or advertising industries. A winter 2020 consumer PR position required candidates to 

“understand the elements that make a story exciting and how to highlight them in what you read 

in the press and what you see on social media.” A content specialist position in Atlanta sought 

individuals who understood “the differences of media and digital/social media channels to create 

engaging and relevant content under tight deadlines.” A communications internship in Dallas 

was seeking candidates familiar with “developments in the media industry, plus knowledge of a 

variety of social platforms (i.e., Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, Snapchat, etc.) and the 

latest news and trends affecting these channels.” Also noteworthy within industry exposure 

positions, more than 27 percent (10/37) of recruitment ads included calls for ambitious interns. A 

health services position desired interns “eager to learn and willing to go above and beyond.” A 

PR internship in Orlando emphasized how interns will do “anything else under the sun because 

you’ll be actively involved in our day-to-day work.” Gill (2010) argues that new media 

industries call for a new ideal worker-subject whose existence is built around the disciplined 

management of self: passion to create content (“love of work”), entrepreneurial mentality rooted 

in creative autonomy, committed to low-paying precarious employment in 24/7 work cultures, 

and pressured to update skillset based on changing technology. In sum, intangible tasks of 

research, media monitoring, and brainstorming, as well as an inherent ability to analyze the 

media and current trends, may be rendered invisible as these professional responsibilities 

concern the communication process, and not campaign deliverables highlighted in portfolios. 

Within industry exposure-type positions, the most prominent soft skills featured in my 

sample are organizational, interpersonal, critical thinking, and creativity. More than 54 percent of 

firms (20/37) included organizational or detail-oriented skills as essential for ideal interns. 

Similarly, over 51 percent (19/37) of organizations recruited workers with interpersonal 
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communication skills, such as working alongside, supporting or assisting teams or projects. In 

addition, over 40 percent (15/37) of the ads recruited critical thinkers, interns with the ability to 

be solution-oriented, or problem-solvers. A digital internship in Maryland stated: “Do you think 

big picture, are you able to connect the dots, problem solve and enjoy digging into the “how” 

behind a project?” Lastly, interns also were required to be creative as nearly 38 percent (14/37) 

of postings recruited inquisitive workers who can pursue leads for open-ended strategic projects.  

Public Relations Technicians and Professional Portfolios 

In terms of crafting PR technicians, over 43 percent (16/37) of postings targeted interns 

who hoped to develop industry skills and work on actual cases. A technology and corporate 

communications fellowship noted: “Our ideal candidate is a skillful writer who is highly 

motivated and able to manage deadlines for multiple clients – while still creating quality work.” 

An integrated branding internship emphasized performing “a variety of public relations and 

digital media activities while developing real-world skills for a future career in public relations 

and marketing communications.” Perhaps not surprisingly, several of these positions were also 

framed in terms of sociality and “work-as-fun” mantras. 

Hesmondhalgh (2010) contends autonomy is a negotiated feature of good work, the 

laborer often receives low pay to produce generic cultural products while expressing high levels 

of job satisfaction simply due to being part of creative communities. The postings for PR 

agencies described the work culture as a fun environment. An Austin-based PR internship 

referenced a “dynamic environment that complements our city’s laid-back style” with an 

employment perk of being located within blocks from shopping and nightlife. Another mid-size 

agency seeking PR interns in New York City explicitly noted: “We provide a fun, fast paced 

environment where there is opportunity to learn more about our industry, and the career paths 
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available at (agency).” A spring 2020 position headquartered in Oregon described its corporate 

culture and strategic communications program as an investment “in our future by creating a fun 

workplace full of creative, skilled, curious and enthusiastic people. If that sounds like you, we 

want you here.” While completing assignments and developing their skills, internship ads 

implicated that workers must manage their emotions. 

In terms of emotional labor, ideal portfolio-building candidates must demonstrate an 

enthusiastic or passionate approach to their workload, a commitment to the PR industry, all while 

maintaining a flexible, positive, “can-do” attitude. Nearly 38 percent of ads (14/37) solicited 

talent with a desire for an industry career, enthusiasm for monitoring cultural political, and social 

trends, as well as emerging platforms and online communities. A PR agency in New York City 

was seeking health communication interns with “intellectual curiosity, awareness (and perhaps 

obsession) with current trends.” These types of positions included language that emphasized a 

positive demeanor or a personable attitude in over 35 percent of listings (13/37). In addition, 

more than 32 percent of ads (12/37) thought it was necessary to be energetic self-starters with 

proactive exceptional work ethics. A global health communication agency with an office in 

Washington, D.C. sought “creative, smart and passionate self-starters to join our team” for paid 

positions in fall of 2020. In 27 percent (10/37) of postings, ideal candidates were required to be 

committed to continual education. As a Texas-based Graduate PR internship posting read: “We 

are looking for individuals who are passionate about communications, eager to learn and as 

committed to doing great work as we are.” Lastly, approximately 25 percent of firms (9/37) 

suggested candidates were expected to be flexible or adapt to new conditions. Within these 

positions, candidates gained industry skills, particularly writing media materials, managing and 
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producing social media content, and event planning. The primary responsibility of agencies 

seeking PR technicians is writing media materials.  

More than 75 percent (28/37) of recruitment postings analyzed made an explicit reference 

to writing for the media, including news releases, crafting pitches for the media and digital 

influencers, internal communication, and developing fact sheets and backgrounders for press 

kits. A Michigan-based PR internship, for instance, was explicit about the need for potential 

employees to have “specialized writing skills such as news releases, media advisories, pitch 

letters, other media materials.” However, 8 percent (3/37) of positions requested writing samples 

to demonstrate knowledge of Associated Press style (AP-style) in the form of either class 

assignments, on-campus publications with the college newspapers, magazine, or internal PR 

agency, essays or blog posts. In terms of technical creative skills, three organizations required 

graphic design skills and fluency in the Adobe Creative Suite. Nearly all PR agencies mandated a 

working competency in Microsoft Office Suite, highlighting Excel, Word and PowerPoint. For 

media monitoring and media lists, organizations preferred candidates with the ability to navigate 

Cison or Sprinklr and Factiva or Edge software, respectively. Three postings targeted candidates 

possessing position-specific skillsets: knowledge of the print production process, video editing, 

and the ability to design and develop functional and appealing Web pages (HTML and CSS). 

The second most prevalent role was crafting messages for target audiences on digital platforms. 

PR technicians were required to be social media savvy, plan events, and manage client’s 

online reputation. Nearly 49 percent (18/37) of interns will conduct social media audits, “listen” 

to current online conversations about the organizations and clients, manage client accounts, write 

blog posts, and create social media content on several mainstream platforms, such as Instagram, 

Snapchat, Facebook and Twitter. As one gaming internship in New York City noted, interns 
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“may be asked to dig deep into what people are saying online, use data to quantify and project a 

trend.” Each firm required professional proficiency, social media savviness, and extensive 

experience across multiple social media platforms with the ability to learn the nuances of 

emerging digital communities. For instance, a social media and external communication position 

expected future employees to possess “strong content creation skills and the ability to learn new 

systems with ease.” To share the agency’s story externally, this position called for candidates to 

create “a variety of content across social/digital channels including social copy, social graphics, 

web copy and more.” In addition, ideal candidates were required to support event planning staff 

and assist at venues and presentations. More than 40 percent (15/37) of interns will assist with 

the execution of PR agency’s plans for events, craft messages for media channels to strategically 

target key publics and media, support and coordinate mailers, product sends, and hiring 

professional photographers. Event planning includes media tours, conferences, product launches, 

recognition ceremonies, and groundbreakings or venue grand openings. A Portland-based PR 

internship framed this opportunity to contribute “to logistics and preparation of press activities, 

press or analyst tours, trade-show press meetings, on-site influential visits and other events.”  

Among the prominent requirements of PR technicians, more than 43 percent (16/37) of 

positions requested contemporary independent workers who labor with urgency. Based on her 

research linking enterprise culture to journalists, Nicole S. Cohen’s (2015) found workers 

accepted precarious work arrangements based on creative industry policy and discourses that 

called for individuals to be self-sufficient, autonomous, and accept personal responsibility for 

career outcomes. In this study, agency positions called upon interns to navigate fast-paced 

environments and be motivated to learn the industry; appeals emphasized being eager, 

possessing the desire, an insatiable hunger or a “thirst to learn.”  Fifteen postings referenced time 
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management or the ability to prioritize under tight deadlines. Fourteen positions (37.8%) 

indicated the need for interns to multi-task on projects. A research and analytics fellowship 

stated that candidates must be “energetic self-start eager to learn and jump in on multiple 

projects.” One PR position for spring 2020 summed up this characteristic as the ability to 

“manage multi-faceted projects. Strong organizational skills and the ability to prioritize are very 

important.” In addition to these soft skills, networking opportunities and internal professional 

development programs were featured components of skill development internships.  

New workers within portfolio-based internships would focus on establishing relationships 

as nearly 19 percent (7/37) of ads emphasized networking and access to senior leadership. 

Similarly, these programs heavily emphasized professional development through extensive 

training opportunities, particularly in-house workshops. A summer 2018 strategic 

communication position in New York City featured a program that “heavily emphasizes 

professional development through workshops aimed at developing and sharpening real-world 

skills and providing a comprehensive overview of (agency) and the work we do.” A marketing 

communications firm’s summer interns will “participate in a training program and a team project 

and have the opportunity to focus on their development in partnership with the program 

management team.” An integrated communication position “revolves around client projects, 

professional trainings, personal development and coaching sessions.” Also noteworthy among 

these recruitment postings were statements that these internship or fellowship positions could 

lead to future rewards, such as future employment and industry success.  

While several firms featured postings that many interns were hired as permanent 

employees, others emphasized how the experience would lead to future industry success. Smith 

(2010) notes several activities for individuals to enhance employability: build human capital 
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(gain skills and industry knowledge), social connections (network to land jobs or learn about 

opportunities for upward mobility), and seek experience by laboring in unpaid roles, hoping to be 

hired into paid positions. Typically labelled as fellowships or paid internships, nearly 19 percent 

of ads (7/37) highlighted real-life experience and opportunities to develop “skills that will help 

you succeed in your future career.” As one PR agency indicated, “we offer lunch-and-learns, 

training, and projects to help you turn day-to-day professional development into a career launch 

pad.” These positions targeting skill development can be summed up by a graduate PR 

internship: “Forget making endless coffee runs, we expect our graduate interns to jump directly 

into client work, learning the ropes of what it takes to become a PR practitioner.” Another firm 

seeking graduate interns bluntly wrote: “If you want to take coffee orders, this is not the 

internship for you (emphasis in original).” These positions tried to distinguish themselves from 

media representations of the intern economy whereby interns historically run errands and tackle 

administrative tasks, such as making copies. The focus is on labor and tangible work as a digital 

internship held during spring 2020 addressed prospective employees: “We aren’t going to have 

you pouring coffee and making copies for four months–instead, you’ll dig into the work, become 

a critical member of your teams, and learn what it means to “go beyond” for your clients.” 

In addition, these positions differentiated themselves from the industry as “not your 

average internship.” In these positions, interns will work with a global network of clients as 

firms showcased industry recognized awards, such as “agency of the year,” “best places to work 

for executive women,” or top 10 industry ranking in The Holmes Report. A recruitment posting 

for a Corporate Affairs Fellowship gloated: “An exciting opportunity supporting corporate 

communications initiatives for a Fortune 10 telecommunications and mass media conglomerate.” 

These calls noted how interns will produce professional work similar to full-time entry-level 
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account executives for internationally renowned brands. For example, a strategic communication 

internship stated: “When interning with us, you will handle similar work to what you would be 

doing after joining the firm full-time. You will work on actual cases and projects that give you 

the experience you will need to succeed with the firm.” 

Discussion 

Public relations agencies represent a professional shift in the intern economy as nearly 

half of available positions solicit college graduates who can commit to full-time employment. 

The culture industries are providing young laborers a paid trial period to fill the void between 

commencement ceremonies and securing full-time employment. While a limited number of firms 

note “Employment is Not Guaranteed,” these positions are coveted by prospective employees 

seeking industry exposure or opportunities to develop professional skillsets as technicians 

through internal training and mentoring programs. Within the exposure subset, candidates focus 

on the strategic aspects of communication campaigns by performing invisible labor in the form 

of conducting research, monitoring media outlets, and building media lists. While not directly 

portfolio pieces, this information is critical for presentation deliverables targeting agency clients. 

Furthermore, interns who understand “the how and why” of communication may make an 

immediate impact during brainstorming sessions as part of the account teams. 

Industry exposure recruitment ads focused on opportunities for communal membership, 

including descriptions for interns to think of themselves as members of vibrant creative 

communities at industry elite agencies, which are representative in the data as “serve as active 

members of account teams,” “collaborate with subject matter experts,” or “work alongside 

award-winning professionals.” Here, prospective workers can derive satisfaction or pleasure 

from their labor through the opportunity to be trained by award-winning professionals who may 
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support their career goals and help acclimate them into the PR industry. Within the Milan fashion 

industry, Arvidsson, Malossi, and Naro (2010) examined cultural workers and found satisfaction 

was a matter of ontological reward: “(Fashion industry workers) main satisfaction is derived 

from the ability to belong, or imagine themselves as belonging in the future, to a particular scene 

and lifestyle (even if vicariously lived), which their job gives them” (p. 20). Crain (2016) argued 

firms substitute brand prestige for compensation, industry access, exposure to the field, and 

networking opportunities. As a result, Crain (2016) contends that interns will continue to lose 

court rulings based on conditions that structure labor, particularly FLSA criteria that outlines 

who is entitled to compensation and legal protections and those individuals who remain invisible. 

Being part of a successful team of creative professionals could be the impetus that drives 

candidates to apply for an internship as the recruitment posting texts suggest that students will 

view the internship or fellowship as a worthy professional investment. Prior to entering an 

agency setting, interns should highlight soft skills that outline critical thinking ability for open-

ended strategic projects, attention to detail for multifaceted campaigns, creativity, and 

interpersonal communication skills demonstrating a willingness to assist in group projects.  

I argue media literacy is the primary differentiator between future PR technicians and 

management personnel. Nearly 40 percent of positions required ideal candidates to analyze, 

evaluate, and create various forms of communication. These agencies solicited interns who are 

storytellers, able to consume and evaluate news coverage, have working knowledge of the media 

industry, and who were able to identify strategic opportunities for the agency itself or clients 

within a changing media landscape. While Duffy and Schwartz (2017) did not code for media 

literacy, a comparison between agency and social media internships in Table 1 highlights the key 

differences between the industry experiences. In this study, social media was listed in 
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approximately 48 percent of ads. More importantly, social media management and content 

creation was an ancillary responsibility that ranked as the fifth most predominate role within PR 

agencies, following research, writing, media monitoring, and brainstorming. In terms of 

qualifications, 35 percent of positions listed social media, which trailed writing, research and 

analytics, and media literacy as the most important industry skills required for ideal candidates. 

Overall, social media was not valued as an essential task for PR agencies. Within Duffy and 

Schwartz’s (2017) study, 65.3 percent of social media positions were unpaid, while agency 

positions within the current study compensated candidates in nearly 80 percent of internships at 

an hourly rate of over $14 per hour. Both studies had similar appeals for informality or “fun” 

work cultures, passionate or enthusiastic interns, and candidates with interpersonal skills. 

However, the differences between postings shed light on key differences between social media 

and agency ideal candidates. The top 25 PR and marketing communication agencies, prospective 

employees were required to have exceptional organizational skills, skilled multitaskers who are 

more flexible in their professional role and range of responsibilities, and self-starters. Duffy and 

Schwartz (2017) also found that contemporary employers within the media and cultural sectors 

strive for a prospective employee who is sociable, self-directed, flexible to ever-changing work 

schedules, and focused on an attention to detail, while being expected to work with urgency 

regardless if content production spills into their personal lives. Here, media literacy is essential 

as agency workers must evaluate the media and understand their client’s niche in a saturated 

marketplace. Interns who excel at these tasks will take the initiative as self-starters to produce 

content on multiple platforms, whether owned media like an organizational website, or social 

media channels.  
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The second theme to emerge from the data was soliciting PR technicians. The top PR and 

marketing communications firms recruit technicians who may bolster their professional skillset 

through a variety of digital and traditional media activities, including news releases, press kits, 

and social media management. The external reward for these individuals is a portfolio bursting 

with work samples, particularly news releases, media advisories, internal newsletters, social 

media content on a variety of platforms, or a fact sheet. While 75 percent of technician positions 

desired excellent written communication skills, only 8 percent of positions requested prior 

knowledge of AP-Style guidelines in the form of class assignments or campus publications. 

These positions were more concerned with technical creative skills, including fluency with 

Adobe Creative Suite and industry-standard software for media monitoring and media lists. It’s 

noteworthy that ideal workers were not only expected to produce content on established channels 

like Snapchat and Instagram; these workers also must demonstrate the ability to learn emerging 

platforms. Here, technicians perform emotional labor as enthusiastic, passionate laborers who are 

“eager to learn,” have “an obsession with current trends” and are committed to continuously 

update their skills. PR and marketing communications firms were seeking an independent 

workforce capable of navigating fast-paced environments by prioritizing multiple projects and 

meeting strict deadlines. In other words, agencies desire interns with the capacity for creative 

autonomy and ability to manage multiple projects without the need for constant supervisor 

oversight. These ads serve as institutional practices that may lure candidates through references 

to pleasure or work-as-play directives.  

These types of internship recruitment postings articulate not only expectations between 

organizations and students in terms of labor and content production, but also code an ideological 

vision that laboring at elite agency internships may entail “fun, fast paced” work cultures that 
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may mix an exhaustive work ethic with creativity and excitement. The culture industries 

encourage employees to relax, play, and socialize at work, which encourages employees to stay 

at the office and work longer hours. The management ideology of work as play manifests in the 

recruitment advertisement text, where PR and marketing communication firms pitch corporate 

cultures as a playground. In these professional settings, creative autonomy and pleasure are 

derived from labor may impact future compensation and professional status. In other words, to 

work without monetary compensation, students identify through work that is sold as a creative 

space to learn skills, make industry contacts, and, of course, to have fun. Ross (2008) chronicled 

the impact self-actualizing careers may have on individuals who derive pleasure from the ability 

to freely apply skills, particularly calling attention to how precarious work arrangements unfairly 

degrades the income and status of female pink-collar workers. Gina Neff, Elizabeth Wessinger, 

and Sharon Zukin’s (2005) research sheds light on fashion and new media workers in New York 

City who were motivated to increase productivity for “cool jobs in hot industries.” They found 

that entrepreneurial labor within an industry with cultural attributes as “cool” normalized risk 

associated with flexible employment conditions and intertwined with the identities of 

predominantly young laborers.  This is significant for young workers who value professional 

development as an investment of their time and labor. Interns may be willing to risk exploitation 

of financially uncompensated overtime work in the “hope” (Kuehn & Corrigan, 2013) or 

“aspiration” (Duffy, 2015) of future rewards featured in postings, such as the opportunity to 

apply for a full-time position at the internship’s completion. As noted by Duffy (2015), 

“aspirational labourers seek to mark themselves as creative producers who will one day be 

compensated for their talents – either directly or through employment in the culture industries” 

(p. 6). Interns who do not receive employment offers at an agency may still benefit from internal 
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training and networking opportunities. Networking and professional training opportunities can be 

considered rewards organizations offer to appeal to student interns, strengthening the 

individual’s belief that completing the internship will lead to a favorable outcome. Prospective 

employees participating in portfolio-based internships would have privileged access to 

networking, internal training, and mentoring opportunities.  

This study aims to examine how institutional practices may contribute to potentially 

exploitative working conditions for college interns who grant consent to this relationship. PR 

agency’s ad postings established the rules within the internship system between the organization 

and individual, outlining expectations for their professional role and responsibilities. In doing so, 

these texts exploited the ontological rewards of future employment by diminishing traditional 

media representations of internships as “pouring coffee and making copies,” and marketing the 

experience to work with global brands as critical to industry success. At this point in the 

internship cycle, students and faculty mentors may address conditions deemed exploitative 

within this relationship with PR agencies; yet, the individual often has little recourse. One 

exception would be for students to craft learning objectives that may be agreed to by their 

agency’s internship site supervisor. While many interns may be reluctant to risk losing a 

prestigious internship by formally stating demands about the relationship and learning outcomes, 

this formal contract between university and organization may shift the power dynamics from the 

agency to the individual in terms of their role and responsibilities. It is incumbent upon schools 

and departments to be good stewards on intern labor, watching out for exploitative practices 

within recruitment texts and educating their students to critically evaluate the organization’s 

pitch for labor and their role as workers within the culture industry. However, the ultimate power 

may rest with the PR agency who selects their ideal candidate. 
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CHAPTER 5 

“(DIGITALLY INCLINED) HANDS AROUND THE OFFICE”: 

INDUSTRIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF INTERN LABOR IN THE PR INDUSTRY 

The dilemma at the University of Maryland ignited the question: How does the public relations 

industry construct the ideal employee9? During the early 2000’s, the “Talent Wars” penetrated 

higher education and the origins of recruiting cycles took shape on college campuses across 

America. One problem the PR industry faced was cultivating talent, particularly undergraduates 

who lacked an educational foundation in public relations. How do you prepare these individuals 

for work in the culture industries without prior knowledge of the craft? The goal for PR firms 

was to recruit the best students, regardless of major, and train these individuals through internal 

workshops and mentoring programs during paid internship experiences. Young professionals 

developed skills and were presented an opportunity to add value to the organization through 

meaningful work. While these paid internship opportunities lured top talent to develop at the 

internship site, a looming economic recession led to a radical shift in industry philosophy 

concerning the role, responsibilities and future paycheck for college students.  

This chapter investigates the construction of the ideal public relations employee through a 

textual analysis of internship articles within PR News. This resource is designed for working PR 

and marketing professionals at corporations, agencies, and nonprofits to hone their skills on the 

latest industry trends, influencers, and best practices, particularly with emerging media 

 

9 In 1998, the University of Maryland voted to abolish its undergraduate PR sequence to 
strengthen its graduate program. At the time, Maryland’s PR program was ranked first 
nationally, according to U.S. News and World Report. Maryland’s College of Journalism's Dean 
Reese Cleghorn favored more in-depth journalism studies, including creating tracks in science 
and business journalism. While Cleghorn advocated for a journalism, Maryland’s PR majors 
wanted the program’s reinstatement with a PR-focused curriculum. 
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platforms, crisis communication, and brand management. While PR News reaches over 135,000 

professionals through the online publication, conferences, and media products on practice areas, 

nearly 25% of their membership is comprised of universities and 13 percent of subscribers are 

young workers with 1 to 5 years of professional experience. The discourse within this 

publication is primarily among PR professionals about internship programs. Some college 

students may have access to the content; however, it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to 

examine how these articles shape intern expectations. A political economy of communication 

framework can provide insights into the institutional practices of industry trade publications that 

may contribute to potential exploitative working conditions and the dynamic power relationships 

between prospective laborers and the organization. This relationship is bound within the contract 

between intern and organization as a paid or unpaid arrangement and constructed through trade 

publication texts that illustrate best practices aimed at management overseeing corporate 

internship programs. In turn, interns may grant consent to potentially exploitative precarious 

work arrangements based on the specific conditions and perceived benefits at the worksite. This 

chapter illuminates how the PR industry constructs the ideal employee and aims to fill the 

knowledge gap within the PEC tradition that has historically neglected issues of labor. This 

chapter also answers Corrigan’s (2018) call for PEC researchers to triangulate trade press 

analysis with additional sources and research methods, including in-depth interviews with 

practitioners; the following chapter features in-depth interviews with culture industry interns. 

The research questions that guide this chapter are:  

RQ1: How do the culture industries solicit intern labor? 

RQ2: How do cultural artifacts, particularly industry trade publications, define the ideal 

aspiring professional? How do the culture industries extract value from student laborers?  
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RQ4: In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of 

management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact do corporate 

bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy? 

This study aims to better understand the practices, beliefs and discourses of PR 

practitioners, raising questions on the workplace conditions concerning exploitation or 

uncompensated production. Fast and colleagues (2016) argue that the key to analysis of unpaid 

work is understanding who creates what type of value for whom, through what type of work, and 

for what reasons. A firm’s internship program is profiled in PR News to illustrate best practices 

that are considered ground-breaking or trendsetting within the industry; essentially, these trade 

stories and columns outline how organizations can add value to the department through intern 

labor while young workers are instructed to showcase digital competencies to add value to 

existing professional settings as a means to enhance employability. The opportunity for interns to 

add value to an organization through the production of creative content hinges on governance 

structures. By examining these texts, three themes emerged that highlight industry perceptions of 

constructing the ideal PR employee: recruiting talent; implementing professional development 

programs to train and mentor workers; and conflicting narratives about essential skills based on 

employee’s level of industry experience. These themes address how the industry “talks to itself” 

about the value of aspiring professionals, the trade publication’s potential impact on corporate 

culture, and worker subjectivities in the digital era. 

Industry Trade Overview 

PR News serves the PR, advertising, and marketing communities at corporations, 

agencies, and nonprofits with a focus on professional development through content in the weekly 

75-year-old publication (www.prnewsonline.com) with over 100,000 visitors to the website each 
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month: nearly 300,000 followers among its social media platforms. Specifically, the PR News 

subscribers self-identify their primary job function: 45 percent Communications/ Public 

Relations Professionals, 25 percent marketers, and 20 percent digital or social media 

professionals. In terms of leadership, 55 percent of members are decision-makers with 

purchasing power and 30 percent are vice presidents and organizational managers. PR News 

highlights top brands among the publication’s subscriber base, including Target, Cigna, Coca-

Cola, New York University, Toyota, ESPN, Walmart, and Goodwill, as well as Top 5 global 

public relations firms Edelman, Fleishman Hillard, and Ketchum Public Relations. In addition, 

the publication’s weekly e-letter is shared with over 60,000 engaged members of the The Skinny, 

which covers a variety of topics, including social media, crisis communication, and digital PR. 

Among the weekly subscribers are ABC News, IBM, Los Angeles Times, and Verizon10. Lastly, 

members of PR News Advisory Board include senior communication practitioners working at 

Adobe, Taco Bell, Cision, and the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation.  

As a comparison, PRWeek is a trade magazine launched in the United States in 

November of 1998. According to data provided in the advertising media kit provided by parent 

publishing company, Haymark Media, PRWeek targets the same ideal audience of 

communication officers, agency leaders, marketing directors, social media managers, community 

activists, and researchers as PR News with a total combined audience of 150,000 subscribers to 

both news content and social media channels. 

Hunting Ground and Talent Wars: Shifting Perspectives    

Regardless of college discipline or prior professional experience, aspiring PR 

professionals needed to be recruited into the culture industries. In 2000, the Council of Public 

 

10 The website features 16 industry-leading company logos as readers of “The Skinny.” 



 
 

 

102 

 

Relations Firms was created with a simple mission: recruit talent from non-traditional sources 

(“Courting the Campus Elite: What You Should Know About College Recruiting,” 2000). The 

idea was to bring new skills and fresh-thinking from liberal arts and business-oriented 

curriculums. It also meant to curb the growing industry trend of staff turnover, which disrupted 

agency’s team-oriented relationships with clients (“A Non-Traditional Solution to a Traditional 

Staffing Problem,” 2000). The council served agencies and targeted mid-career professionals, as 

well as traditional college students. The council was a trailblazer for PR organizations, which 

rarely appeared on campuses at that time. Council members worked with college’s Career 

Planning representatives who shared best recruiting practices and built relationships with 

candidates through training workshops, provided advice for interviews, and developed alumni 

networking and internships programs. The Council developed a year-long cycle of events from 

recruiting fairs to job offers. They built on prior recruiting efforts by sharing alumni success 

stories with current students. As the “hunting ground” emerged, agencies competed for poached 

talent (“Poaching Still Popular in Talent War, but New Hunting Grounds Emerging,” 2000).  

As the economy fell into a recession, paid professional development programs were soon placed 

under the capitalistic microscope.  

The tight economy and limited budgets bolstered the appeal of internships, which soon 

categorized programs as “testing grounds” and an ideal way to save the organization time by 

shifting menial responsibilities to student workers. The discourses around internships began to 

shift to economics as firms viewed student labor as an ideal way to recruit talent in a competitive 

marketplace, including developing year-round programs. Agencies were no longer obligated to 

hire entry-level professionals because student labor filled the organizational void (“Talent Wars 

and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of Internships,” 2001). Edelman Public Relations in San 
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Francisco hired three interns responsible for developing media lists, among other duties, and 

considered the economic benefits of hiring interns over entry-level staff in 2001. More 

importantly, the organization valued the opportunity of internships to vet new workers for “fit” 

into to the organizational culture as several became long-term employees: "Not only do interns 

bill out at a lower rate than entry-level professionals, but we often hire interns into AAE 

positions and that saves the company recruiting time and costs. It's the best way to ensure that 

he/she is a fit for the Edelman environment, team and clients.  We have several folks who have 

been here many years who started as interns," said Jennifer Kissell, VP, Organizational 

Development, Western Region (“Talent Wars and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of 

Internships,” 2001). FedEx Corp in Memphis recruited three interns to edit a communications 

database, provide on-site support for a kick-off event in Washington, D.C., and a trade show 

booth at a national sales meeting. According to Shirlee Clark, director of corporate 

communications at FedEx, interns “fill a critical void in entry-level talent. In healthy economic 

times, the internship program serves as a testing ground for potential full-time hires” (“Talent 

Wars and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of Internships,” 2001).  This industry justification, like 

much of individualization, shifts the burden of risk to interns who must be enthusiastically self-

disciplined, self-regulating, and responsible to navigate conditions of neoliberal capitalism to 

achieve employment goals and future financial reward. If aspiring professionals do not get hired 

by an agency, the individual is ultimately responsible for the consequences of their decisions. 

The third organization featured in the “Talent Wars” article was the Orlando Convention & 

Visitors Bureau in Florida. The company’s lone intern wrote press releases and consolidated 

clipping service entries, among other assignments. "For us, it's another staff person," said Eric 

Ercole, PR senior representative. "Otherwise, we'd have to hire a full-time salaried staff person 



 
 

 

104 

 

[with benefits]” (“Talent Wars and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of Internships,” 2001). In this 

example, a nonprofit organization valued monetary gains as interns were able to fill staff 

shortages. During the recession, a business case was made against compensated internships.  

The cost-benefit analysis of internship program gained traction as student laborers 

expanded their role and responsibilities within the PR industry. However, employee cuts during 

the recession redirected workload responsibilities from paid workers to unpaid interns in its 

wake. Organizations replaced entry-level workers or clerical staff with intern free labor to fill 

organizational voids. As Jennifer Kissell, Vice President of Organizational Development at 

Edelman Public Relations in San Francisco, stated “interns bill out at a lower rate than entry-

level professionals.” Or interns “fill the void of entry-level talent,” noted Shirlee Clark, director 

of corporate communications at FedEx (“Talent Wars and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of 

Internships,” 2001). In the nonprofit sector, Eric Ercole, PR senior representative of the Orlando 

Convention & Visitor Bureau, highlighted the benefits of interns as another able-bodied 

employee: "Otherwise, we'd have to hire a full-time salaried staff person [with benefits]." 

(“Talent Wars and Tight Economy Bolster Appeal of Internships,” 2001). These PR managers 

and agency executives detailed their workplace environment, including the pivotal role interns 

served in replacing the need for full-time employees. Banks (2010) argues new media workers 

who once found secure employment now must labor to enhance employment opportunities by 

seeking ways to add value to organizations. These industry trade publication texts may be 

viewed as the seed for the “industry conundrum” of paid vs. unpaid internship that still rages 

today (Wood, 2014). While most of these articles were penned during the recent economic 

recession as discourses for business savviness, they underscore an alarming trend within today’s 

industry of replacing paid employment opportunities with droves of unpaid intern labor. As new 
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employees join the workforce, organizations shifted focus to invest in talent through employee 

training initiatives. 

Employee Training and Mentoring Programs  

Culture industry discourses then shifted from recruiting talent to best practices for 

professional development of young workers. Most PR News stories focused on channeling the 

creative energies of interns through assignments traditionally handled by entry-level employees 

rather than limiting interns to administrative tasks. However, the debate over how to implement 

professional development programs for new employees generally fell into two camps: farming 

talent or cost-benefit analysis. To cultivate talent, organizations attempted to capitalize on 

intern’s enthusiasm for professional experience by assigning new workers to client accounts. 

Golin/Harris Chicago staff included 11 interns who counseled the Jose Cuervo brand. Interns 

offered insider knowledge of Jose Cuervo’s target audience, conducted research, and pitched 

Cuervo executives (“Real-World Internships Ease Work Shortage, Cultivate Future Employees,” 

2000). At Bozell Kamstra in Minneapolis, interns formed an agency within the agency to create a 

full-blown marketing-communication campaign on the pro bono account for client Starry Night 

Kitty Hotel. By farming talent, PR agencies created mentored internship programs as an 

investment to hire quality candidates. To lure talent, PR News articles recommended offering 

paid internships, ranging from $7-10/hr., and quality workstations (“Real-World Internships Ease 

Work Shortage, Cultivate Future Employees,” 2000). While “grunt work” was expected, these 

stories cautioned against using interns as a solution to agencies being shorthanded with clerical 

staff (“Real-World Internships Ease Work Shortage, Cultivate Future Employees,” 2000). In 

sum, agencies recognized the need for establishing internship programs that developed young 

worker’s skills through professional experience and mentoring programs, such as hosting 
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informal networking lunches where interns pitched projects to senior management. As interns 

became a prominent component of handling an organization’s workload, industry discourses 

centered on their role and supervision. Ian Lipner, founder of YoungPRPros, encouraged PR 

agencies to develop internship programs for each season and hire multiple interns with diverse 

skills to fill a 40-hour workweek (“Bedside Manner Needed to Nurture Interns Along,” 2005). 

To recruit talent, Lipner suggests posting internship listings on university job boards, the Public 

Relations Society of America local chapter websites, and Craigslist. “Interns who work 

independently might bore easily,” wrote Lipner. He encouraged companies to vet talent based on 

student’s writing ability and teach essential skills while serving company needs, such as mail 

merges, Excel sorting, and document scanning: “Don't allow (interns) to take all day to fax 10 

documents. Empower a full-time junior professional to keep them moving” (“Bedside Manner 

Needed to Nurture Interns Along,” 2005). Here, Lipner addresses the issue of worker 

productivity. He suggests that interns may lack the motivation to produce valuable content and 

become idle with mundane tasks and he recommends that junior professionals or entry-level staff 

take on the responsibility of intern supervision to increase aspiring professional’s motivation. 

Arvidsson and colleagues (2010) found disconnects between creativity and worker’s professional 

identity. At work, fashion workers were confined to executive supervisor’s orders, not the 

production of original content or ideas, and were relegated to menial tasks. While these texts 

may contribute to potentially exploitative conditions for college interns, other industry insiders 

of this trade publication focused on intern development.  

Sue Bohle of The Bohle Corporation in Los Angles discussed how her company assigned 

interns to account executives. The program was designed to be mutually beneficial where the 

executive gained experience in a supervisor role, while the student gained practical experience, 
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mentorship from top staffers, and became socialized into a 24/7 work culture (“Mentoring: An 

Approach Meant for Public Relations,” 1996). Mike Sweeny of Symantec Corporation 

considered mentoring an organic skill, a natural part of a practitioner’s toolbox, along with 

networking and teamwork (“Mentoring: An Approach Meant for Public Relations,” 1996). Fred 

Hoar of Miller/Shandwick Technologies noted how his organization developed programs for 

new employees to improve writing abilities and emerging technology skills. At this organization, 

new employees were assigned a “buddy” who offers constructive criticism during the 

socialization process into the corporate culture (“Mentoring: An Approach Meant for Public 

Relations,” 1996). Alicia Wells of Peppercom penned a “How to” article on developing an 

effective internship program (“How to … Develop an Effective Internship Program,” 2008). 

Wells viewed internships as a portal to the industry, where part-time workers conducted “unpaid 

grunt work” during competitive trial periods. Wells wrote: “who couldn’t use a few extra 

(digitally inclined) hands around the office,” but noted interns needed direction or “aimless 

interns with nothing better to do will end up surfing the Internet on your dime” (“How to … 

Develop an Effective Internship Program,” 2008). Wells highlights how the PR industry can 

benefit from intern’s digital skills, but staffing resources come with a caveat: production requires 

supervision. Being undervalued by management, lacking motivation, and the constant need for 

supervision are frequent criticism of Millennial employees (Gallicano et al., 2012). Here, 

industry discourses within trade publications focused on intern supervision and production. Tips 

for successful professional development programs shifted from encouraging mentorship and 

professional experience to diminishing the value of intern labor to menial tasks.  The problem 

became creative autonomy and “aimless” interns wasting production time. The PR industry 

shifted gears to focus on the value of intern labor by designing structured programs. Wells’s 
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article was among PR News texts to focus on firms establishing an internal support structure to 

foster professional development, including hosting writing workshops, conducting mock 

business proposals to generate fresh ideas, and matching interns with a “buddy” to assimilate 

them the corporate culture (“How to … Develop an Effective Internship Program,” 2008). If paid 

internships were not an option, Wells (2008) recommends offering a stipend for lunch and 

transportation and hosting networking happy hours. More importantly, Wells encourages 

companies to hire exceptional interns because the company invested time to train candidates who 

value the corporate brand, culture, clients, and developed relationships with internal staff (“How 

to … Develop an Effective Internship Program,” 2008). Michelle A. Sieling, account manager at 

PR agency Vantage Communication, reiterated Well’s perspective of the PR industry valuing 

intern labor by investing in professional training and developing future employees. Sieling 

(2013) recommended professional development programs ranging from three to six months and 

feature long-term projects and a diversified workload to motivate interns. According to Sieling, 

clear guidelines maintain intern focus: “Even if the majority of the workload is administrative in 

nature, it’s good to diversify the workload so interns can get a better sense of how business 

works and provide context for the work they are performing on a day-to-day basis” (Sieling, 

2013). Sieling warns companies that even if the candidate is not offered a full-time position, the 

internship experience is a representation of the firm’s brand when interns apply for other industry 

positions. Internal professional development programs for interns were primarily designed for 

student laborers to be supervised by junior account executives. Companies also hired consultants 

to teach courses or developed “internal universities” to train professional staff and interns.  

A 1999 PR News article focused on the role of consultants (“The Learning Curve: Develop 

Programs to Bring PR Newcomers Up to Snuff,” 1999). The Weber Group contracted a professor 
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at Harvard University Extension School to teach workshops focused on core competencies: 

writing, judgment, and client knowledge. A subsequent approach was internal “universities” at 

telecommunications company AT&T and investment management company, Vanguard. AT&T 

created “PR University” for interns, recent hires and employees new to the PR industry to 

enhance employee’s skills and knowledge through rotating classes ranging from media relations 

and internal communications to community relations and marketing. The goal was to create 

generalists, not specialists. At Hewlett-Packard, new talent enrolled in PR 101 class designed to 

develop writing skills and ease the transition into the corporate culture. Similar to AT&T, 

financial services company Vanguard offers employees online training courses based on Human 

Resources recommendations concerning employee development goals, career interests, and 

content related to their position for employees (“Employee Training: Programs May Vary but 

Common Threads Abound,” 2010). Agencies employee training initiatives aligned business and 

individual goals. New York-based PR agency Makovsky + Company’s mandatory training 

program, Mak University, included workshops, seminars and coaching for employees. PR 

education focused on core skills and aligned with employee performance goals (“Employee 

Training: Programs May Vary but Common Threads Abound,” 2010). PR agency Warschawski 

in Baltimore offered curriculum based on employee’s feedback. The agency’s intern program 

“Assistant Associate” allows interns to become team members who work on client’s accounts. 

The program is designed to harvest quality intern talent who have been hired upon graduation 

internally or with well-known agencies. Warschawski’s professional development programs are 

designed to enhance employee satisfaction, improve retention and employee performance. CEO 

and founder of Eastwick Communications Barbara Bates believes these programs are the core to 

a positive work environment (“Creating a Culture of Professional Development,” 2013). Bates 
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argues that an organization’s commitment to developing talent elevates the corporate culture and 

improves internal communication. She invests in employees to develop skills at industry 

conferences and events and return to the company to share new knowledge and creative ideas 

with fellow staff (“Creating a Culture of Professional Development,” 2013). This approach 

empowers employees for their career development and keeps talent satisfied: “Make sure each 

individual feels a responsibility for moving their career forward as well as being a participant in 

the success of the company” (“Creating a Culture of Professional Development,” 2013).  

Internship programs were conceived on the basis of training new laborers with “digitally-

inclined hands” the essential skills they needed to succeed in the PR industry. Ian Lipner’s 

statement embodies the business case: hire multiple interns with diverse skills to stretch the 

corporate workload of interns over a 40-hour workweek; provide interns administrative tasks and 

empower a junior professional to “keep them moving.” (“Bedside Manner Needed to Nurture 

Interns Along,” 2005). Mentoring programs and hiring external consultants keep talent engaged 

and abreast of current trends in the digital economy. More importantly, these programs develop 

employee’s core skills. The Bohle Corporation in Los Angles program of assigning interns to 

account executives is mutually beneficial as junior executive’s transition to supervisors, while 

students gain practical experience in a creative culture. For current professionals and potentially 

corporate interns, implementing programs similar to AT&T and Vanguard enhanced employee’s 

satisfaction, keep talent motivated, and improved retention rates. The Warschawski agency’s 

“Assistant Associate” program supported their employee’s transition from intern to team 

members through the opportunity to work on client’s accounts.  These young laborers earned 

full-time employment upon graduation.  
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Essential Skills, Disconnected Audiences  

The PR industry differs vastly on perceived intern skills, ranging from uneducated and 

barely competent for menial tasks to difference-making digital natives to be utilized on pertinent 

projects. PR News stories included many quips about interns that diminish the individual’s 

perceived value to an organization. Throwaway comments include intern’s inability to handle 

banal tasks with some writers arguing that an assignment such as creating a press list is simple 

enough for an intern: “Keyword searches are time-consuming tasks but take little technical 

know-how and can be completed by a trained intern” (“How to Wrangle Your Reputation 

Online,” 2011). Several authors remained less than optimistic about intern’s professional 

abilities, including the potential for a crisis scenario to develop if interns are allowed to respond 

directly to journalist’s inquiries or other media relations assignments (“How to Wrangle Your 

Reputation Online,” 2011). Untrained interns lack the skills to handle journalist’s potential 

questions; however, those authors failed to mention who was accountable for training interns for 

such media calls, which is a critical omission, considering media relations is a staple of the 

industry. The audience these stories target have different messages for how the industry should 

construct the ideal employee, whether executives or undergraduates. For executives, interns 

should benefit from being in a professional setting and improving soft skills. For interns, taking 

advantage of the opportunity by distinguishing oneself as a peer, capable of networking with 

professionals and creating employment opportunities. Dirk De Clercq and Maxim Voronov 

(2009) examine entrepreneurship as a socially embedded process to rearticulate the ways how 

newcomers earn legitimacy. To earn the label of entrepreneur, they suggest that individuals must 

conform to rules of the current power structure and challenge that hierarchy. In other words, 

newcomers cannot simply deem themselves “entrepreneurs,” but must be bestowed the title as a 
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measure of prestige from other field participants (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Entrepreneurs 

will “fit in” to comply with the status quo and “stand out” through innovation, offering new 

knowledge or a fresh perspective on their role within the field (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). 

Within the PR industry, newcomers “fit in” as willing participants in corporate training 

programs, while “stand out” through innovative skills developed at conference and shared with 

colleagues. However, conflict surfaces when messages to develop these programs target different 

generations. For management, undergraduates must display five attributes/skills: research, 

persistence, intellectual curiosity, attention to detail and passion (Van Camp, 2013). While some 

trade publication stories were written for college students and highlighted improving similar 

skillsets like research and being detail-oriented (Aveta, 2012), a majority of articles are crafted in 

a similar vein to self-branding literature empowering the individual (Banet-Weiser & 

Arzumanova, 2012; Bridgen, 2011; Cohen, 2015; Hearn, 2008; Marwick, 2013).   

Nicole Newby of Peppercomm notes that young worker’s website development skills is a 

coveted skill to offer corporate clients (Newby, 2015). These individuals can gain hands-on 

experience and learn organizational processes, while mentor relationships with project managers 

can help develop knowledge and improve skills. Lauren Beth Ellis challenges interns to use their 

skills to drive company success, network with clients by joining in-house teams to maximize 

exposure to internal colleagues and leverage their internship experience during subsequent 

interviews to obtain full-time employment (Ellis, 2015). Steve Cody, who was recently named 

one of PR News “50 Game-Changes of PR” (Wood, 2017) and managing partner and co-founder 

of Peppercomm, echoed the “Brand You” philosophy (How to...Build the Brand of 'You', 2007). 

Cody argued entry-level personnel need to differentiate themselves by “building what I call the 

'brand of you.'” In an industry with high employee turnover, Cody encourages interns to clearly 
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communicate their strengths, network, and provide value to the organization: “By identifying an 

organization need and relating that need to your personal strengths, you will be able to create 

fresh ideas and stay top of mind with management” (How to...Build the Brand of 'You', 2007).  

As PR News texts indicate, construction of the ideal employee differs if the message 

content is targeted to management or aspiring professionals. Each text offered best practices with 

different objectives for each audience. The results may lead to potential conflicts in the 

workplace as content differs based upon employee role and experience. The relationship between 

the production of a text and the distribution of a product is politically motivated. The production 

of PR News texts is not neutral; these discourses are strategically designed for practitioners to 

consume timely content and implement change within the industry. Specifically, articles about 

what constitutes an ideal employee’s skillset indicates how the public relations industry values 

aspiring professionals. In PR News texts, students are presented neoliberal values of self-directed 

individuals: the onus for success rests on the individual, not the corporation. A bold insight made 

by Szeman (2015) is that entrepreneurial discourses naturalize equal opportunity: success or 

failure rests on individuals, regardless of the corporate structures or socioeconomic status (p. 

477). In other words, Szeman (2015) makes the case that this ideology masks barriers 

confronting underrepresented persons and shifts the blame for failure back to individuals instead 

of shifting an analytical lens on structures of power that maintain the status quo. While these 

trade publication articles are designed to empower the intern, the working conditions featured are 

long hours and appreciation for a 24/7 work culture that blends into leisure hours.  

In addition to the themes that emerged from the textual analysis, it is also noteworthy that 

articles written by industry executive’s slant toward exploiting interns for company benefit. 

Articles written by industry insiders are no more than shameless corporate plugs masked in 
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vague benefits for aspiring and seasoned professionals. For example, an article written on crisis 

communication included a plug for the author’s book; a story about the role of storytelling and 

motivating employees was a not-so-subtle recruitment pitch for the author’s organization; and 

the indispensable social media research tool for PR practitioners to demonstrate ROI and get a 

“seat-at-the-table” of top management was penned by an author who happen to be co-founder 

and/or president of said revolutionary tool. These articles should be labeled as “Advertisements.” 

PR News was also an egregious offender. An article on social media training plugged a Media 

Training Guidebook for sale on the company website store; a story on social media recruitment 

redirected readers to subscriber-only online content; lastly, PR News launched a Social Media 

Certificate program, requiring 32 credits earned at sponsored conferences and workshops: 

“Recognizing the need for PR professionals to prove to peers and business partners that they are 

keeping pace with the rapid developments in existing social networks, new platform launces and 

current digital communications best practices, PR News has launched a Social Media Certificate 

Program.”11 With discourses that include such loaded language as “prove to peers” and “keeping 

pace,” PR News captures an ideology constructing the 24/7 communications employee who must 

continue to demonstrate professional competence in a rapidly changing digital economy.  

PR trade publications may contribute to exploitative working conditions for college 

interns as these discourses shape how intern labor is valued within the industry. After soliciting 

talent from college campuses, PR agencies are instructed by industry insiders to prioritize a 

young worker’s professional development through training programs and mentorship, creating a 

potential pipeline of talent who earn full-time employment at the organization. Or firms can treat 

 

11 “PR News Online. Social Media Certificate Program: https://www.prnewsonline.com/social-
media-certificate 
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internship programs as a cost-benefit analysis of human capital, delegating menial administrative 

tasks to unpaid laborers who replace salaried entry-level employees, and contributing to 

narratives that devalue both financially and professionally intern work.  
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CHAPTER 6 

COLLEGE INTERNS: CREATIVE AUTONOMY, INVISIBLE LABOR, 

AND SELF-BRANDING STRATEGIES IN THE CULTURE INDUSTRIES 

Internship scholarship traditionally focuses on human capital or the pathways for students to 

acquire skills and knowledge. This chapter shifts the narrative to the lived experience of college 

students who not only look at ways to build a professional portfolio through internships, but 

strategically position themselves to obtain internships to enhance social capital through 

networking strategies and earn brand-name placements to list on their resume. In terms of social 

capital, students invest hours of “invisible labor” to secure placements through weak ties on 

social media, informal interviews with alumni, and complete countless applications to 

organizations all in the hope to improve career outcomes. At the internship site, students navigate 

the tensions between using their creative skills to make a positive impression with management 

and encountering bureaucratic structures that limit flexibility and creativity. These insights can 

shape our understanding of conflicts young professionals confront upon entry into their culture 

industries careers as each individual balance personal fulfillment, future career aspirations, and 

institutional practices. If creative autonomy is an essential component to meaningful work 

(Banks, 2010; Hesmondhalgh, 2015), an analysis of internships can be a fruitful contribution to 

the literature to explore the role of site supervisors within structured or “self-motivated” 

internship sites to highlight barriers to creative autonomy within existing corporate cultures.  

Banks and Deuze (2009) call for scholars to consider motivations and incentives of 

participants, the impact on professional’s identities and working conditions, and the economic 

value extracted from user’s participatory practices. In this study, participants were motivated to 

work within the culture industries and made decisions throughout the internship process that 



 
 

 

117 

 

impacted future career outcomes; however, these individuals were not primarily driven by 

monetary rewards. If over half of all college internships are unpaid (Greenfield, 2018; Perlin, 

2011), how do the culture industries continue to extract value from this emerging workforce if 

the primary incentive is not a paycheck? In this respect, it is important to analyze prominent 

ideas and discourses of the internship economy that shape student’s lives, particularly how 

internships serve as an investment in their future career and may lead to a competitive edge in a 

tight job market. This tension between domination and resistance is salient for interns who grant 

consent to participate within corporate governance structures to learn skills, but also must find a 

voice to speak out against exploitative conditions while encountering bureaucratic office politics. 

The primary research questions that drive this chapter are:  

RQ3: What motivates interns to produce content for organizations if they are not working 

for a paycheck?  

RQ4: In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of 

management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact do corporate 

bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy? 

 

While culture industry studies have addressed motivations for productivity and unpaid 

labor (Arvidsson, 2008; Corrigan, 2015; Gill, 2010; Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011), especially 

among amateur producers of content (Banks & Deuze, 2009; Carah, 2011), scholars have called 

for internship research that incorporate the subjective experiences of actors involved in 

internship programs, namely interns themselves (Narayana et al., 2010). As an attempt to fill this 

gap in the literature and build on cultural studies scholarship of micro-level analysis of cultural 

producer’s activities, in-depth interviews were conducted to examine student’s perceptions of 
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ordinary working conditions and creative work that shape their professional identities. An 

investigation of the lived experience of culture industry interns will shed light on the hegemonic 

practices that impact interns’ experiences within these institutions and how these individuals 

respond within this context, particularly focusing on the role of power, consent, and agency 

while drawing attention to areas of resistance. This research includes an evaluation of neoliberal 

ideologies and the way young workers ‘make sense’ of the intern economy. 

Overview: Interviewees and Internship Placements 

The data was gathered from semi-structured in-depth interviews with 28 current students 

or recent college graduates (Appendix B). Students varied by age, gender, and ethnicity. 

Participants completed internships in the culture industries (public relations, journalism, 

marketing and advertising, etc.). In total, 28 interns from 12 colleges and universities, ranging 

from regional liberal arts to urban research centers located in Pennsylvania and New Jersey, were 

interviewed from June through August 2018. The corpus of interviews produced 570 single-

spaced transcribed pages, which focused on respondents working conditions, socialization 

processes, time commitments, governance structures, and off-the-clock responsibilities. Each 

participant was asked to describe tasks essential to their internships, which included media 

relations, social media, research, and community relations. Participants primarily worked at 

higher educational institutions, health care providers, start-up tech firms, and nonprofit 

community agencies. All participants worked at United States companies. Among the limits of 

this study, interviewees volunteered through e-mail solicitation from career center directors, 

communication faculty, or were recruited through snowball sampling. Therefore, the following 

data is not generalizable to the entire college student population, but is rather illustrative of the 

kinds of internship experiences of culture industry majors.  
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Each interview focused on how students navigated entrée into the professional workplace 

to identify strategies to secure placements, including reliance on weak-network and family 

connections, as well as governance structures that stifled creativity or provided meaningful 

opportunities to build quality work samples. Many interviewees were self-reflexive concerning 

internship strategies, including goals to reach dream jobs and prestigious firms to utilize as line-

items on their resumes, while others wandered into an academic major lacking knowledge of the 

culture industry and employer expectations at the internship site. Participants were motivated to 

pursue internships to solidify career choices, enhance professional skills, and secure 

recommendations for future employment or “dream” internships, among other factors. Rather 

than subscribing to thinking about internships as optional or to be completed during their senior 

year, the majority of participants are students at high-ranking university media and 

communication programs who began gaining industry experience as early as their freshman year. 

Some have received full-time employment offers as sophomores, but declined because they had 

credits remaining to earn their bachelor’s degree. In sum, these findings will highlight the need 

for scholars to reconsider criteria that measures student internship satisfaction and outcomes.  

Administrative and Critical Internship Research 

In terms of internship scholarship, Thomas F. Corrigan (2015) conducted a thematic 

review of the literature and highlighted the difference between administrative and critical 

research: administrative research typically seeks ways to improve satisfaction during internship 

experiences based on students’ assessments, while critical scholarship addresses and challenges 

the reproduction of power asymmetries. Administrative research highlight internship experiences 

as a “win-win” arrangement for employers and students who are provided educational and 

professional benefits (Knemeyer & Murphy, 2002); interns who are highly satisfied with their 
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internship because it provides hands-on professional experience (Daugherty, 2011); students who 

are invited to team meetings, assigned a mentor and accomplishable projects (Coco, 2000); and, 

internships as a pathway to future employment opportunities, especially for non-business majors 

and students with prior indicators of high academic ability (Nunley et al., 2016). To illustrate the 

ambiguity within commonly assessed internship outcomes, I will outline the internship 

experience of Nadia12, a senior communication studies major at a liberal arts college. 

Nadia described her latest internship experience as a “win-win” as her work site provided 

educational and professional benefits. She was highly satisfied with her internship because it 

provides hands-on professional experience, although not exactly in her desired field; this was a 

real estate sales internship. She hoped to work in pharmaceutical sales. Nadia was invited to 

team meetings, assigned a mentor, and accomplishable projects. Nadia was paid during her 

internship at a wage over the national minimum average in the United States, earned a raise to 

intern for the organization for an extra semester. She was offered full-time employment. In terms 

of administrative outcomes, in sum, Nadia was satisfied by her internship, gained professional 

experience based on student-mentor relationship, and earned compensation above minimum 

wage for her labor. While Nadia was satisfied with her internship and achieved positive 

outcomes (increased hourly wage, additional internship opportunity, offer for full-time 

employment), these metrics do not accurately portray Nadia’s lived experience as a laborer in the 

culture industries. Nadia was responsible for generating business leads via cold calls for 8 hours 

each shift. She noted that corporate “dropped the ball” with interns; specifically, her site 

supervisor neglected interns by disregarding their concerns and failed to provide mentorship. 

 

12 All participants have been given pseudonyms to protect their identity. In addition, names of 
each participant’s internship site and university have been changed to maintain confidentiality.  
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Nadia was offered a raise to $11/hour to continue her internship full-time during the summer as 

the company promised “to do better by interns” (Nadia, personal communication, August 30, 

2018). Participants within this study had a myriad of disappointing experiences similar to Nadia, 

while other interviewees found the process empowering and valueable through the self-

realization of their creative work and as stepping-stone for their career progression.  

This chapter will highlight how a single intern’s experience is not representative of the 

system, the benefits interns receive are real, whether developing soft skills or generating 

portfolio-materials. The discourses surrounding intern working conditions is a limiting 

framework that functions to make these positions manageable and desirable, such as valuing 

compensation and networking. In-depth interviews shed light on the different ways these 

individuals internalize discourses surrounding intern work and comport themselves toward 

explicit and implicit expectations. For example, several participants were not hired full-time or 

offered a second semester at the internship site. This information is important to note as 

administrative internship scholarship typically addresses student satisfaction or positive 

outcomes, such as whether interns were hired or offered a second semester at the internship site. 

College career counselors may register this as a negative outcome of their internship experiences. 

Yet, the situation is more convoluted and not reflective of a student’s ability. At the end of the 

internship, several participants were invited to meetings with management to inquire about full-

time positions at the firm. The conflict became class standing as these individuals had credits 

remaining to earn degree; others had a competing position lined up at another firm. According to 

Dailey (2016), interns should be distinguished from temporary employees based on identity 

forecasting or projecting their identities into the future to see themselves as part of the 

organization. Dailey argues interns “expect full-time work” (p. 475). However, my study’s 
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findings would reject this claim as most of my participants noted the goal of their internship was 

not paid full-time employment. Rather, some interviewees selected internships to sample 

potential careers or gain industry experience. Marie is a prime example of why internship 

outcome metrics should be reevaluated. As a recent college graduate with a bachelor’s degree in 

journalism and media studies, Marie completed four internships and learned about corporate 

hierarchies at network news stations. Marie recalls of her internship experiences:  

One of the things, too, that interning really shows you is just how many departments and 

how many jobs there are in this business.  Because everyone knows what a news reporter 

does.  Everyone knows what a director does. What a camera man does. But not everyone 

knows what a programming director does, not everyone knows that people now are 

beginning to learn what social media managers do and like content creators for digital. 

But a lot of people don’t realize what they do, day in and day out, so it’s a way, to like, to 

learn those positions.  Also, just how many different types of producers there are (Marie, 

personal communication, July 25, 2018). 

 

During Marie’s internships, she learned more than surface-level acumen about professional titles.  

She gained industry knowledge through observation, learning about the role and responsibilities 

of each individual who labors within the culture industries. Marie’s internships also provided an 

opportunity to witness first-hand how the industry is transforming as a result of digital content, 

which created new positions within the industry. After completing her internship at a national 

TV station, Marie did not get offered a position; she didn’t need it: 

So, I was never given an official offer, but there was a meeting where I could, that they 

wanted me to ask.  So, it’s like I could have stayed on if I really wanted to, because they 
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were hiring, obviously, production assistants.  Everyone had quit, and I had done a really 

great job, and my supervisor called me into a meeting at the end of the internship to say 

how great of a job I had done, because the senior broadcast producer, who was like the 

second to the executive producer of the show, had even commented ‘this girl is really 

good.’ I sound super braggadocious. I don’t mean to. It was just that that was what 

happened. She, I could kind of tell, wanted me to inquire, but at this point I was already 

in talks with (competing news station) (Marie, personal communication, July 25, 2018). 

 

While senior executives invited Marie to a meeting to inquire for a production assistant position, 

a “formal offer” was never extended. In addition, Marie notes conflicts with the organization’s 

corporate culture – “everyone had quit” – and a pending job offer with another network. Marie 

had completed two on-campus internships, served as a producer of the campus TV station, and 

built her professional portfolio during an internship with a local TV station to earn an 

opportunity at a national TV network. While Marie was a graduating senior at the time of her 

internship, participants encountered this scenario at various stages of their undergraduate careers. 

A similar situation occurred with Barbara, who completed four internships before her senior 

year, including an unpaid position at a local TV station as a freshman where she earned an offer 

for a part-time position as a producer. Barbara stated of her experience:  

And then actually, at the end of that summer, the assistant news director thought I was 

graduating and was going to offer me a part-time producer job on the weekend. I had to 

tell her that I was going into my sophomore year in college and that I could not accept  

(Barbara, personal communication, July 30, 2018). 
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Interns like Marie and Barbara shift the power dynamics of employment opportunities from 

corporate control over available internal positions to a student’s choice of organization and 

professional role within the culture industries. In the TV industry, Marie was paid while Barbara 

completed an unpaid internship. Both benefited from the experience by gaining professional 

experience and earning the ideal outcome: employment offers. A critical benefit of this 

experience was establishing industry connections. Participants relied on networking strategies, 

particularly on social media channels, to maintain relationships with industry professionals to 

bridge the months to year(s)-long gap from coursework to full-time employment.  

By the end of her junior year, Isabelle completed four internships including three with 

government agencies. While she could not accept a position prior to graduation, Isabelle 

maintained contact with former site supervisors through social media platforms. Coté and Pybus 

(2007) argue that the affective dimension of users’ social networks is a new way youth learn to 

labor and the most fundamental task to be successful is personal brand management (p. 95). 

Social media users construct their subjectivities through affective relationships within online 

communities. Essentially, user’s quotidian activities are another form of affective labor in the 

social factory that require entrepreneurial skills as individual’s self-brand through content 

production and effective relationship management to increase popularity, visibility, and cultural 

capital. Peer production is a source of valorization of skillsets and professional competencies 

(Arvidsson, 2008; Kuehn & Corrigan, 2013). This productive collaboration of a precarious 

workforce is made possible through the self-presentation of member reputations on social media, 

which earn trust and credibility via third-party endorsements of the individual’s professional 

contacts or connection: “The invisible labor of self-branding has become a condition for 

professional visibility” (Arvidsson et al., 2016, p. 252). Arvidsson and colleagues (2016) contend 
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an individual’s conduct, subject to other people’s judgment, results in market-based 

individualism rather than an ethical economy founded upon collective solidarity. Isabelle 

explains her self-branding strategy to maintain industry connections:  

I try to keep in contact with (former site supervisor), networking with her over social 

media and just in general. Like I said, I think it's hard because a lot of these places, you 

can't do internships again at the same place and if I'm only a junior or sophomore, there's 

not really anything they could do at the time until I graduate (Isabelle, personal 

communication, August 3, 2018). 

 

Isabelle highlights how her internships may be limited to one semester at certain work sites and 

had to reject employment offers because of her class standing. She was in a proverbial “waiting 

game” to transition to an entry-level position and conducted invisible labor of self-branding to 

remain professionally visible to former contacts earned at prior internship sites. Participants 

benefited from internship experiences without obtaining full-time employment offers, including 

shadowing professionals at the work site, networking, and learning emerging technology. 

Hanna worked as a journalist since her high school newspaper. She transitioned to TV and 

benefited from an opportunity to watch the daily proceedings of a working newsroom:   

So, for me, that was my first time ever being in like a working newsroom so I found it 

fascinating.  So my first day, I decided to actually sit at the news desk and kind of just 

observe what was going on.  You know, I was just watching the phone calls, I was 

watching the entries being made. I got to, you know, meet some of the on-air talent, as 

well.  So my first day was basically just a lot of -- a lot of observing, learning my way 

around, figuring out who was who (Hanna, personal communication, July 16, 2018). 
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Hanna capitalized on her internship’s structured orientation program, matching names to job 

function and responsibilities, and evaluating the professional workflow. Typically, these 

orientation programs last from one to several days of the approximately 120 total required 

internship hours to earn academic credit. Hanna was not immediately plugged into the 

production cycle and learned through observation. Most participants transitioned from 

shadowing reporters to content production within one week. Scarlett completed four internships 

and a fellowship prior to earning a bachelor’s degree in journalism. During orientation for the 

news department of a national radio station, Scarlett learned about corporate policies concerning 

discrimination and sexual harassment. It is important to note that interns who do not participate 

in orientation sessions may not be given a basic understanding of their fundamental rights to a 

safe work environment. Scarlett recalls the benefit of shadowing professional reporters: 

My first day was shadowing, shadowing other reporters. I'm glad I did that my first day. 

The second day they sent me on-assignment and I had to report for the first time. I was 

freaking out. The first day was just shadowing. I didn't know anything. I didn't know how 

to use the equipment. I didn't know how to do anything. I think it was really good to just 

see, like visually see, how things were done. I think it was great (Scarlett, personal 

communication, July 23, 2018). 

 

By shadowing journalists during her first day at the radio station, Scarlett learned from 

professionals to properly cover a story and she adjusted to new digital equipment provided by the 

internship site that may have been different than what she was taught at her university. 

Unfamiliar equipment was one of several obstacles’ participants needed to overcome at their 
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internship site. Interviewees also valued networking as an internship outcome. Pearl worked for 

three campus media organizations, but she viewed her non-profit internship as an opportunity to 

network and gain references:  

I have like these -- this awesome like background in my co-curriculars, but I also felt that 

it was important to go out and work at an actual place as an intern so employers can see 

that. And then it also helped, you know, build a whole grouping of people that I could use 

as references. So, I definitely think it expanded my networking opportunities, and it gave 

me so many people that were able to be exposed to the kind of individual I am both 

professionally and personally (Pearl, personal communication, July 19, 2018). 

 

Pearl pursued an internship to expand her professional network. She did not feel confident in her 

work with campus media and sought an internship to validate her professional skills (Arvidsson, 

2008). Lily completed multiple internships and had to pass on a job offer due to her 

undergraduate status. Lily relied on networking to maintain visibility in the culture industry. Lily 

completed two video editor internships at national television networks. During her final 

internship, a full-time position at the network opened, but she was not able to pursue the entry-

level production assistant position because she had to complete the spring semester of her senior 

year to earn her bachelor’s degree. To bridge the gap from college senior to emerging video 

editing professional, Lily maintained connections with former site supervisors and coworkers at 

both network stations to provide recommendations; she later landed her first professional job at 

one of her former internship sites after graduating in summer 2018. Here, it’s important to 

consider Kuehn and Corrigan’s (2013) concept of “Hope Labor,” which they define as “un- or 

under-compensated work carried out in the present, often for experience or exposure, in the hope 
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that future employment opportunities may follow” (p. 10). Participants benefited from 

internships to gain experience, particularly emerging digital technology, and industry exposure 

as a career strategy. These individuals maintained contact with site supervisors and colleagues 

via social media platforms in the hope that an industry professional’s validation of their skills 

would lead to future employment opportunities. In sum, these participants earned employment 

offers based on their work at their internship sites. However, their class standing forced them to 

reject the offer, which would be calculated by college career offices as a negative internship 

outcome. These individuals benefited from internships and demonstrated resilience by 

conducting invisible labor to sustain network relationships with site supervisors and industry 

professionals who later provided recommendations to help secure future employment.  

The Mandate of Professionalization 

College students earning degrees in the culture industries can take several paths toward 

employment as each individual has a different response to the mandate of professionalization. 

Students may strictly take classes to earn academic credits until their program’s degree 

requirements are fulfilled and graduate with a degree. These students elect not to participate in 

on-campus media or internships. While coursework may offer ample opportunities to produce 

marketable content to discuss during job interviews, other students complement material learned 

in the classroom by gaining experience through on-campus media, such as the student 

newspaper, radio station, or PR agency. The 2018 National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE) survey reported 51% of college seniors did not complete an internship or field 

experience. This study focuses on students who believe internships are an important component 

of professionalization. Interviewees desired internships to develop interpersonal communication 

and other soft skills as part of the socialization process and experiential learning experience. In 
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addition, participants sought internships to create products that showcase their creative skillsets. 

They were motivated to complete internships as a method to validate their skillsets beyond 

potentially biased professors or campus media supervisors. Some students valued creating 

writing samples and/or creative portfolio pieces such as graphics or newsletters that they deemed 

essential for internship or employment applications. This varied by interviewee as some simply 

wanted first-hand experience in a professional setting, learning through observation and 

participating in brainstorming sessions, while others sought “hands-on” assignments that would 

lead to tangible materials for their portfolios. It is outside the scope of this dissertation to address 

whether soft skills or portfolio pieces are more important to earning employment. To help 

delineate between participant’s internship experiences, the following examples will illustrate 

how students typically progress from common to local to prestigious internships. This is based 

on my research, experience as a faculty advisor for communication interns, and serving for 14 

years as a site supervisor for PR and social media interns.  

The most common internships are on-campus media, on-campus departments, and start-

up organizations. Students who complete these primarily unpaid internships range from freshman 

to seniors. These are the least prestigious internships because most lack entry-level requirements; 

candidates who need internships as a requirement to graduate or desire some experience and 

“hands-on” work beyond the classroom can easily obtain these positions because of limited 

competition and labor needed at the work site. There are few applicants and most enrolled 

students compete primarily against classmates. Start-up firms require (unpaid) labor to function 

and to expand; start-ups will accept most applicants after an initial interview. As an example of a 

common first internship, Lukas completed his lone internship the summer following his junior 

year. He switched majors after his sophomore year and did not develop his industry skills 
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through on-campus media. Lukas conceded that: “I haven’t done anything probably resume-

worthy necessarily” (Lukas, personal communication, July 3, 2018). Lukas’s work at the non-

profit internship, therefore, was riddled with miscommunication on assignments, including 

sending out a press release draft to the media before it was approved by his supervisor. He was 

an advertising major working in a PR department and lacked a basic understanding of a PR 

professional’s role and responsibilities.  

The second level of culture industry internship is tiered local media. Rather than 

differentiate between radio, television, PR and other culture industry positions, I’ll use 

newspapers as an exemplar. For example, college students located near Scranton, Pennsylvania, 

have the opportunity to intern with several daily newspapers, such as The Times Tribune, 

Citizens’ Voice, or Times Leader. Times-Shamrock Communications owns the Times Tribune 

newspaper, daily newspapers in Wilkes-Barre and Hazleton, as well as regional media outlets in 

Pennsylvania like the Valley Advantage. The daily newspaper likely would be a paid position 

and more prestigious than the regional publication because of the media outlet’s reputation and 

level of readership. This does not mean students will have a more valuable internship experience. 

I’ve supervised and interviewed students who completed internships at both the daily and 

regional papers. While some students had exceptional experiences, other students at the daily 

have been paid interns who worked 8 hour shifts to complete menial tasks like answering 

phones. Interns at the regional paper are also likely paid, but their labor is required for the 

publication to function; these students work as reporters with bylines and typically take their own 

photos on assignment. Daily newspapers typically require applicants to be juniors and seniors. 

Regional papers are less strict about class standing, though most students are at least 

sophomores, and hire interns based on reviewing writing samples and an interview with the 
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regional publication’s editor. William hoped his internship at a daily local newspaper would lead 

to meaningful networking opportunities and the validatation of his skills: “The bigger the 

organization, or the more reputable, would show that you can actually step up to the plate and do 

work for a company and be able to mingle, be able to work with people” (William, personal 

communication, June 29, 2018). William’s personal branding strategy was to promote this 

internship on his social media platforms and earn recommendations from the internship site. 

However, this was a reputable organization within his community and among his college 

classmates, but carried limited prestige outside the region, and likely unknown outside the state.  

After completing an unpaid internship with a local minor league sports team, Gabrielle 

said, “I think this was the best first internship I ever could have had,” (Gabrielle, personal 

communication, July 28, 2018). A junior mass communication major with a marketing minor, 

Gabrielle notes the distinction between internship progression. She was aware that she would be 

assigned entry-level tasks requiring limited technical skill as part of her first internship. At the 

work site, Gabrielle was able to complete fundamental graphic design projects and produced 

social media content, but she lacked video editing skills. She learned on the job watching 

YouTube tutorials. She applied for this internship based on upper classmen recommendations 

and the portfolio materials her classmates created with the sports team. Gabrielle “thought like it 

would be a cool opportunity to put on my resume, to say that I worked with, you know, like a 

affiliate with the (major league sports team) someday” (Gabrielle, personal communication, July 

28, 2018). Lured by the reputation of a subsidiary of a professional sports team, Gabrielle did not 

apply with the intention of obtaining a full-time position. She explains: “I think my goal was just 

to get more experience and to better prepare myself for the real world. And I think I came out of 

it as a better professional” (Gabrielle, personal communication, July 28, 2018). Contrary to 
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Daily’s (2016) results that college students pursued internships as a link to employment, 

Gabrielle was motivated to intern because of the perceived value the organization’s reputation 

added to her resume, and, in turn, her personal brand, while gaining experience in her field of 

study. Jared had a similar experience when he completed an internship during the summer of his 

junior year with an advertising agency in New York. He selected the site, not based on the 

internship job description, but to list the brand on his resume: “The number one thing I wanted 

out of the internship was just a good first experience at an advertising agency. I didn’t really care 

what it entailed.  I just wanted like a good name and a good experience” (Jared, personal 

communication, July 31, 2018). Jared pointed out during the interview that a “good experience” 

was to observe an advertising agency’s corporate culture and complete basic tasks.  Rhonda 

obtained her lone internship during the spring of her senior year at an advertising agency. During 

her time on campus, she did not participate in any campus media. About her rationale for 

obtaining an internship, Rhonda adds:  

I don’t know that I wanted a job there, specifically… I definitely just thought it would be 

a great experience as far as getting skills and having it on my resume, so that when I was 

applying for jobs, people would see that I have done this, I could do this more, and I just 

looked more, you know, professional (Rhonda, personal communication, August 6, 

2018). 

 

Rhonda obtained an internship to learn new skills and build a professional portfolio. A junior 

broadcast journalism major, Vanessa participtated in three internships at the time of her 

interview and she was applying for a fall semester internship to begin her senior year. After her 

first two years in the classroom, Vanessa felt she didn’t have “anything to show for it”: “I’m 
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about to be a junior in college and I don’t have anything to show for it... I want to actually have a 

job out of college and I felt like, you know, it’s time to have an internship, it’s time to get more 

involved with my major” (Vanessa, personal communication, July 20, 2018). Vanessa 

recognized the need for experience to complement her major coursework to earn full-time 

employment. This drive to gain professional experience manifested for participants during the 

summer between sophomore and junior year. Interns were motivated to pursue internships to 

enhance employability. Participants were lured into the culture industries as a means to diversify 

their professional portfolio, not only from coursework, but creative work produced at campus 

media as a precursor to employment. The majority of participants gained experience on-campus 

with the student newspaper, television station, or student-run public relations agency. However, 

these students soon realized industry recognition of their professional ability was critical to their 

employment prospects. As a recent college graduate, Lily reflected on her desire to gain industry 

experience off-campus through internships following her sophomore year:  

There's a culture of when you hit your junior and senior year, you pretty much need to get 

your internships, you know, because it's not like once you graduate you can get a full-

time job with the (college) TV station. You're kind of on your own and you have to look 

for those real opportunities (Lily, personal communication, August 29, 2018). 

 

Participants like Lily noted that while campus media may provide industry experience, these 

positions will not translate to full-time employment. Students must expand from traditionally 

free labor roles at a student newspaper to opportunities with room for career advancement. 

William’s co-curricular activities included managing accounts at the student PR agency, 
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newspaper, and TV station. He interned at a local newspaper and gained writing samples during 

the fall of his senior year. William viewed an internship as a missing component of his resume:  

I figured I really want that internship because that would be the last component of 

everything that I would need since I have all the related experience in working for the 

student-run newspaper, TV, and PR agency, but employers just want to see something 

outside of that (William, personal communication, June 29, 2018). 

 

Here, William completed the internship as a line-item for his resume that would be recognized as 

more “professional” than on-campus activities to potential employers. Marie concurred about the 

value of on-campus work; she served as a producer for her university’s campus television station 

and warned peers not to “let their campus media slip because they’ve gotten great internships.” 

She offers a counter-argument that campus media a vailable avenue for students to build a 

professional portfolio without obtaining internships and can be more beneficial to “build a better 

portfolio with your campus media and doing things hands-on than you will at (network TV 

station), if you’re getting coffee for someone” (Marie, personal communication, July 25, 2018). 

Lastly, the most prestigious internships are national media outlets, notable PR agencies, 

and brand-name organizations, including The Philadelphia Inquirer, Edleman, ESPN, Comcast, 

CBS News, and National Public Radio.  These firms are instantly recognizable and carry prestige 

within the culture industries. They are highly competitive internship opportunities with most 

positions receiving tens-of-thousands of college applicants each semester. Lily completed three 

video editing internships at media conglomerates in New York: “I wasn't really looking too 

much outside of (conglomerates) because I knew those are really highly coveted and would look 

great on my resume” (Lily, personal communication, August 29, 2018). Lily evaluated 
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internships based on perception rather than the actual skills learned at the work site. These 

positions require interview sorting software to sift through candidates, require writing and 

creative samples, and feature a gauntlet of interviews to earn the coveted position. These 

opportunities are typically paid for college juniors, seniors, and graduate students. Marie 

competed against an estimated pool of tens of thousands of applicants for an internship with a 

second major news network. She claims having a name brand organization on her resume 

highlighted her application in an inundated labor market:  

It’s a total crapshoot, because, again, when there’re 40,000 applicants, it’s all based on 

resume serving software… I noticed that last semester after I had (national TV station) on 

my resume, I had gotten a lot more calls back from departments that I had never gotten 

calls back from before, the same portals (Marie, personal communication, July 25, 2018). 

 

In addition to working as a producer for her on-campus radio station, Marie interned for two 

organizations before earning a third internship at a major network-affiliate. This visible 

representation of a brand on her resume validated her as a candidate for a future network 

television internship positions. The impetus to pursue these network positions came from 

Marie’s peers who completed similar prestigious internships. Brooke E. Duffy and Jefferson 

Pooley (2019) conceptualization of “idols of promotion” highlights the role of self-branding 

discourses for influencers who value hard work and meritocracy while unabashedly self-

branding to achieve fame and financial success. Idols of promotion serve as models for the 

general public to emulate in the hope of achieving similar success. In terms of internships, 

participants turned to upperclassmen as their potential “idols” or a model to emulate to achieve 

similar success prior to graduation. Marie followed in the path of her university’s previous TV 
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station producers who landed prestigious internships. She worked to develop a similar portfolio, 

networked with these classmates to secure references, and applied to the same internship sites:  

you see all your friends doing (internships) on Snapchat and social media and you want 

to do that, too, just to kind of compete. So, that was a thing, too, which sounds bad, like I 

wanted to do it because all my friends were doing it. But I saw that they were getting jobs 

in the industry. I knew that it helped (Marie, personal communication, July 25, 2018). 

 

Marie scanned social media to gauge her competition for future employment. After learning 

about her classmate’s successful internships, Marie attempted to pursue a similar career path to 

remain competitive on the job market. Social media posts helped Marie understand the value of 

internship experience with industry-recognized organizations. At the internship site, a context 

where an intern’s status can be diminished with the label of “intern,” participants valued visible 

representations of their professionalism.  

Barbara began building a respectable resume her freshman year, gaining experience on-

campus at the TV station, and climbing the ranks internally to supervising digital content 

producer for one of the station’s primary programs. She completed five internships before 

earning her bachelor’s degree in media studies and production, including her first the summer 

following freshman year with her hometown TV station, and concluding with a national TV 

station in Washington, D.C. As a sophomore interning in a major media market, Barbara shed 

her intern status among coworkers: “I didn’t have a lot of interaction with (site supervisor’s 

manager) granted, but I think that she was surprised based on how willing I was to be hands-on 

and how I didn’t conduct myself like an intern that she assumed I was older” (Barbara, personal 

communication, July 30, 2018). Barbara invested two years of work at the college station and 
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completed one internship to earn recognition from management of her abilities. More 

importantly, Barbara’s prior experience prepared her to immediately contribute “hands-on” 

professional work at the internship site, which deviated from management’s prior conceptions of 

an intern’s capabilities. Or, another example of some professionals distancing themselves from 

interns because they assume interns are incompetent (Frenette, 2013). These participants 

understood the value of their work and status recognition as self-branding strategies. Young 

laborers capitalized on prior entry-level internship experience to build a competitive resume that 

provided access to more prestigious firms and soon had their abilities validated by industry 

professionals. Ibrahim had a similar experience while interning at a news bureau for a national 

media outlet in Washington, D.C. Prior to his senior year, Ibrahim’s double major of journalism 

and Spanish allowed him to make an immediate impact at the internship site. He was the only 

reporter sent to an assignment who spoke Spanish, the primary language of the family featured in 

the story. Ibrahim completed the standup package and later attended the staff news meeting: 

And then I went to 4 o’clock meeting, and (senior news producer) didn’t realize I was 

sitting there, and he started saying that ‘hey, if nobody’s going to object, I want to send 

our news desk intern (Ibrahim) to go cover this event. He’s actually a pretty good kid, 

he’s pretty smart like he knows what he’s doing.’ He didn’t realize it and then somebody 

was like ‘he’s right there.’ And they all started laughing.  But -- but -- and then he 

commended me on the reporting I did that day, well, that night and it was kind of cool to 

get that affirmation from such a, you know, experienced person in the industry (Ibrahim, 

personal communication, July 28, 2018). 
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Ibrahim’s decision to earn a second major in Spanish and become bilingual enabled him to 

produce professional “hands-on” work and make a meaningful contribution at his internship site. 

A senior network producer acknowledged his work before colleagues, differentiating Ibrahim’s 

skillset from the abilities of other interns: “He’s actually a pretty good kid” and “knows what 

he’s doing.” However, the news package Ibrahim contributed to the station served as a visible 

representation of his professional skills, not his tangible presence, as Ibrahim was unidentifiable 

“in the room” among some members of senior leadership. Ibrahim viewed internships as an 

investment in his future career. He progressed from an amateur content producer at the university 

TV station to a professional who earned meaningful assignments at a national media outlet: 

Let me say that even working at a student media organization or TV station can only get 

you so far. You have to get out in the real world and understand what it’s like. That’s 

how you’re going to understand where you want to work, what you want to do, and what 

you’re going to need to be able to work in this business because I can tell you I have 

learned immense things being in D.C. for the summer. Not just about the business and 

how it operates, but about myself (Ibrahim, personal communication, July 28, 2018). 

 

By interning, Ibrahim learned his desired professional role, industry standards, and he was self-

reflexive about his personal professional growth. As this chapter outlines, role and 

responsibilities for even prestigious internships are ambiguous (Corrigan, 2015).  

At the same national media outlet Ibrahim generated “hands-on” quality portfolio pieces, 

including a standup for a breaking news story, another participant was paid to answer phones for 

the midnight shift at the assignment desk. This experience may be labeled exploitative as the 

individual essentially replaced a former full-time employee with salary and benefits. Yet, this 
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experience can be rationalized as an opportunity to develop soft skills rather than creating 

portfolio pieces. More importantly, the intern who was paid to answer phones for the midnight 

shift at the assignment desk, she was also responsible for sorting mail. A mundane menial 

administrative task that scholars have cited as an example of exploitative intern labor. However, 

this opportunity allowed her to network with everyone within the organization, which led to 

securing a recommendation from a professional at the internship site, which led to an offer for 

full-time employment before she earned her degree. By obtaining prestigious internships, 

interviewees improved their future career prospects significantly as their resumes included 

brand-name experience that helped bypass resume sorting software and short-listed them as 

candidates for other prestigious internship experiences. Participants who completed prestigious 

internships typically secured their first industry job prior to attending commencement. For 

example, Kiera completed three internships prior to her senior year. A journalism major with 

campus publication experience at her university’s student newspaper and magazine, Kiera 

explained her rationale for completing multiple internships as a necessary step to earn 

employment in the contemporary media landscape:  

I’m very interested in the intern topic right now ‘cause I think it has a lot to do with like 

Millennials in the workforce. They think like it’s just a very aggressive atmosphere… it 

used to be like college was the thing you had to work your ass off for and like get your 

resume. Now it’s like also internships, like you can’t -- it’s like the job market everyone 

talks about but now it’s like “the intern” -- I think it’s a -- it’s a very competitive thing 

more than it ever has been before (Keira, personal communication, July 19, 2018). 
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Kiera compares the need to distinguish oneself prior to applying for college admission with an 

emerging reality many college students experience with internships and the job market: to secure 

full-time employment, prospective workers must earn industry credentials through internships to 

gain access to the culture industries. Keira earned her internships through family connections. 

She views internships as a proverbial Catch-22 over having and needing professional experience:   

I feel like everyone just falls into this like black hole -- I think it’s almost like a Catch-22 

now, it’s like you need the experience to get the internship, but it’s like how do I get 

experience if you’re not giving me a chance?  I think a lot of places like people -- good 

people’s resumes got ignored because other people have connections, or they have better 

school’s names on their resume (Keira, personal communication, July 19, 2018). 

 

Kiera highlights the internship progression or serial internships, where college students build a 

competitive resume by improving from campus-run media to local to national media outlets. 

Without the requisite industry experience as a student, access to more prestigious internship 

positions are unavailable. She internalized professionalization mandates and developed a strategy 

to meet those industry expectations. She argues the determining factor for securing prestigious 

internships are an individual’s social network or university pedigree, rather than a professional 

portfolio. She believes students enrolled at a reputable college will make individuals more 

marketable to the internship site. Similarly, Hanna pursued internships for hands-on experience. 

She hoped to fill an important prerequisite many employers look for on applicant’s resume: 

industry experience. As part of the mandate of professionalization, students are required to have 

practical experience before securing entry-level positions. Hanna worked part-time jobs during 

the traditional academic year. She was limited to full-time internships during the summer, 



 
 

 

141 

 

completing two with prominent TV stations. She was well aware of these industry expectations 

or ideological conditions for young laborers to gain industry experience prior to graduation:  

by the time senior year comes and it’s your final semester, no one can say -- like they can 

still pull the experience card but they can’t, you know, not every place can pull that card 

because you do have at least some -- at least like a semester’s worth or six weeks’ worth 

of the experience necessary (Hanna, personal communication, July 16, 2018). 

 

Hanna targeted internships to bolster her resume to prepare for the looming job market. She had 

to work part-time jobs to supplement her unpaid internships. As she progressed from local to 

prestigious media outlets, Hanna said of her career trajectory: “It’s the number one media market 

in the country, it’s a great opportunity and a great look for my resume so, yeah, I accepted a new 

trainee position” (Hanna, personal communication, July 16, 2018). After earning her bachelor’s 

degree and entering the job market, Hanna sought internships that added value to her resume. 

Scholars would blanch at the notion of a student resigned to participate in three consecutive 

unpaid internships; yet, Hanna clearly benefited beyond the category of compensation. Similarly, 

Sara completed internships four consecutive semesters to earn a position with a media 

conglomerate. As an emerging senior with four internships and student PR agency experience 

among her credentials, Sara summarizes this viewpoint: “I’ve learned tons more in internships 

than I have ever in the classroom and it just sets you further apart from others when you want to 

look for a full-time job” (Sara, personal communication, July 17, 2018). Sara viewed internships 

as a leap in professional skills learned beyond coursework, which improved her personal brand 

and marketability in the culture industries. In terms of peer recognition, Sara added: “Everyone 

knows (conglomerate) like it’s just a brand and a big, big name that everyone knows whether 
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you love it or hate it… getting an internship at one of these big companies just to get my foot in 

the door further than anybody else who hasn’t for a full-time job” (Sara, personal 

communication, July 17, 2018). Sara granted consent to participate in internships by adopting 

neoliberal and self-branding ideologies. Arvidsson (2008) termed these primary motivations as 

“socially recognized self-realization,” where participants take pride in their work, but also hope 

to have their skills recognized by their peers. Sara became a neoliberal subject, confronting the 

risk of career outcomes, by comporting herself to the ideological conditions of the culture 

industries. Participants like Hanna became an unpaid serial intern seeking professional 

experience to meet entry-level position requirements. In turn, this career strategy was 

implemented to showcase her skills and personal brand. Firms have the capacity to take 

advantage of this asymetrical power relationship by promoting this association: industry 

experience for privileged access. These structures may impact and limit student’s agency and 

their capacity to act by selecting which students earn meaningful internships. 

Creative Autonomy: Neglect and Governance of Intern Labor 

Student A completed an internship with a start-up blog in a major media market. She was 

forced to pick-up laundry, sand and paint her supervisor’s desk, among other exploitative tasks. 

She said of the experience: “As an intern, you never want to say no. I’m here all the time and not 

getting paid. I have to eat!” Student B interned for a renowned PR agency. She was mentored 

during weekly meetings with her site supervisor and she was responsible for an in-depth research 

project that she developed for the duration of her internship and later presented to senior staff. Of 

her experience, she said “They value my work.” Student A and Student B are Yasmine. 

(Yasmine, personal communication, July 6, 2018). Yasmine completed an internship with a 

music publicist as a freshman, sanded her boss’s desk as a sophomore for PR start-up, and 
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interned for a PR agency in London. Her work at the on-campus PR agency and prior internship 

experience helped her land a prestigious PR agency internship during the summer prior to her 

senior year. Yasmine sums up an intern’s progression from local to prestigious internships:  

I think internships help you transition from a student to a professional.  You learn how 

much your work is worth and you strengthen your skill set that you can negotiate with 

employers …  You transition from the coffee girl to no she does quality work here and 

she’s actually valued (Yasmine, personal communication, July 6, 2018). 

 

Yasmine notes how internships progress from mundane tasks or observing professionals at the 

work site as the “coffee girl” to interns who produce industry standard content. She is one 

example to support Corrigan’s (2015) conclusion that interns constantly navigate tensions 

between personal fulfillment, future career aspirations and (self-)exploitation. Yasmine strived to 

produce creative content validated by her employer (personal fulfillment), hoped to gain 

experience to earn admission to graduate school or a culture industries position in London 

(career aspirations), and labored through a variety of tasks, including sanding desks, picking up 

laundry, and working long-unpaid hours (self-exploitation). Yasmine’s story also addresses the 

dilemma between an individual’s creative autonomy and bureaucratic governance structures that 

may lead to exploitative experiences in the culture industries. This issue with interns revolves 

around (the lack of) formal training initiatives at the work site. However, some participants felt 

unprepared transitioning from college to a professional context. 

 Amira interned for a minor-league affiliate of a professional sports team. She exemplifies 

disparities among participants who learned about a profession in the classroom and industry-
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specific disciples at the internship site. Here, students expected their professional skills to 

translate to any sub-discipline of the industry. Amira sums up this viewpoint:  

I went in (to the internship) not knowing anything about it and then I got blindsided. I 

was like, wow like there’s so much about this that I didn’t even know. And if I knew this 

before I would have came in, you know, more ready for it, more eager for it, more ready 

to do more work and understand more. Meanwhile I took the first two months of my 

internship to completely learn about it and sit there and be like all right this is how it’s 

done. This is how it should be done and all that. Meanwhile if I already had that (skill) set 

I would be a lot more ahead and have a lot more done (Amira, personal communication, 

July 30, 2018). 

 

As some participants conducted research about their internship site, potential network 

opportunities, and industry roles, others like Amira were hindered by not performing this type of 

invisible labor to prepare for their first day at the internship site. Amira lacked industry and 

organizational knowledge as she arguably wasted two months of her internship experience 

“learning on the job” instead of gaining practical experience. She was not prepared to complete 

industry standard work with autonomy. To prepare for the field of journalism, Kiera worked for 

the student newspaper and completed an editorial internship with a financial magazine. However, 

she lacked knowledge of the business sector and industry jargon:  

I hated my first day. But, yeah, I don’t know. It was difficult to get settled there. I felt like 

disappointed that I wasn’t where I wanted to be for the summer, being totally honest. But 

my first day my editor kind of like threw me in, like very like, no dipping the toe in the 

water, like full like nosedive, like had me researching stories and like interviewing 
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people. And I did not feel -- I still don’t feel confident interviewing people because I’m 

interviewing like financial analysts like CEOs of companies that I don’t feel confident in 

the questions I’m asking … I kind of got like thrown into the ring. Didn’t really know 

what I was doing but did it anyway (Keira, personal communication, July 19, 2018). 

 

Kiera’s invisible labor to gain access to the culture industries included applications to 

approximately 60 internships during her senior year. Yet, she could not control her desired 

outcome and resorted to familial connections to secure an internship placement. She was not 

prepared to work within the industry, lacking basic knowledge of industry protocols. The 

internship site also lacked training to support her acclimation. She was granted creative 

autonomy, freely able to develop her professional portfolio without strict supervision, but lacked 

the necessary industry knowledge to complete her projects. Similarly, Pearl worked for all three 

student-run media organizations available on campus: newspaper, PR agency, and TV station. As 

she transitioned to a professional work setting at a non-profit organization, Pearl learned first-

hand that some internship sites neglect student workers: “What kind of training? Well, that's one 

area that may be kind of lax, because there were times that like I was just given something and I 

just kind of had to figure it out myself” (Pearl, personal communication, July 19, 2018). Pearl 

was passionate about this non-profit organization’s values. While this was a minimum wage, 

full-time, communication internship, Pearl needed to bring her personal computer to work in a 

former storage room that she shared with a fellow intern. This internship site lacked a formal 

orientation program and her site supervisor worked remote. While given a creative assignment 

and instructed to “figure it out,” Pearl did not have working knowledge of Adobe software 

required to complete certain assignments nor did she understand the non-profit’s industry-
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specific lingo. Thus, she filled her hours with administrative work, such as writing “thank you” 

notes for the wedding specialist who worked for the company. Rita had a similar experience with 

several local media outlets. After writing for the student newspaper, Rita interned with a local 

newspaper during the summer following her sophomore year. However, the position did not have 

a clear job description or a permanent site supervisor. Each day she arrived at her internship, Rita 

did not have specific assignments and rotated to observe reporters instead of writing her own 

news stories. Reflecting on her time with a local newspaper and its governance structure, Rita 

said:  

I don’t know if it’s my fault or not, that I didn’t do more on my own or if it was just that 

they – the way they assigned things to me, but it was definitely a lot of observing: ‘oh, 

why don’t you sit with this person, watch and ask questions.’ As far as ‘why don’t you go 

do this for me’ (Rita, personal communication, June 26, 2018). 

 

Rita shadowed professionals and learned the process of news production. However, Rita’s 

admission that “I don’t know if it’s my fault” indicates self-awareness for her lack of initiative; 

she preferred being assigned specific tasks to complete rather than the freedom to create content 

based on her own creative choices. The local newspaper offered creative autonomy, but Rita 

desired more stringent supervision. Some participants who favored being given assignments may 

lack the media literacy skills to understand news values. These interns were not privy to 

mentoring sessions with site supervisors; instead, many participants were given “how-to” folders 

to learn their responsibilities. During an internship with a minor-league affiliate, Amira said her 

site supervisor sat down with her and it “took 35 seconds to show me how to approve a donation 

and send it out. And that was really all the training I got with that.” To solicit donations, Amira 
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received a folder to learn how to make cold sales calls. Amira learned during her internship that 

she was working for a supervisor who required interns to complete projects without tedious 

questions. She was motivated to learn the tasks and she was rewarded with creative autonomy: 

I didn’t have to go to him anymore because I knew my job. I learned my responsibilities 

quickly, not very easily. It took a lot of growing up and maturing to, you know, sit there 

and give myself (assignments) to do and test myself. And be like, ‘all right he doesn’t 

want me to keep to him like a lost puppy.’ He wants me to figure something out for 

myself, so I’m not just sitting here twiddling my thumbs every day (Amira, personal 

communication, July 30, 2018). 

 

Amira realized that she would not be provided meaningful work during her internship if she did 

not take the initiative and learn her professional role with the organization. Tamara had a similar 

situation during her lone internship with a corporation during the summer prior to her senior 

year. Tamara compared her internship experience with Anne Hathaway’s character in the film 

The Devil Wears Prada. In the film, Meryl Streep portrays Miranda Priestly as a mercurial 

fashion magazine editor. Hathaway’s character Andrea “Andy” Sachs is a recent college 

graduate who becomes Miranda’s assistant. In one of their first scenes, Miranda rattles off a list 

of tasks for Andy to complete. As Andy retorts with minutia questions, Miranda silences her 

with a glare. Like the fictional assistant Andy, Tamara bombarded her site supervisor with 

questions about her assignments until she adjusted to her new role: “I eventually learned the style 

of my boss, what she likes and what she doesn’t like, and adapted to it” (Tamara, personal 

communication, August 2, 2018). Interns must balance site supervisor’s assignments, corporate 
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cultures, and autonomy to produce creative content. However, participants assumed all 

internships would occur under “ideal” conditions.  

Participants entered the work site expecting site supervisor training and mentoring. As 

noted above, many interns adjusted to the work site based on interactions with co-workers, were 

motivated to work within a professional context to fulfill individual goals, or regretted not 

having conversations with management to align their expectations of the internship with 

corporate objectives. William noted this very dynamic during our interview when discussing his 

paid internship with the sports department of a local newspaper. William’s dream job as a sports 

reporter was actually consumed with mundane tasks like answering phones and compiling game 

statistics. William’s coworkers openly criticized management and sports journalism as a career. 

William explains how this internal conflict among colleagues made him re-consider his future 

ideal career path: 

Sometimes it would be funny if they're just venting about stuff, but to an extent, it was 

almost like it sounded like they all hated their jobs. But suddenly one of the sportswriters 

who had been working there for 35 years, he was sitting there complaining. At one point I 

was, like, this doesn't seem like the job for me or something.  But I still think the whole 

journalism thing is a good. I think I prepared for it and know it's going to go on, but at the 

same time, I feel like I don't want to be stuck in that position where I'm working until 

midnight every night and yelling at people and getting stressed out over just trying to get 

a simple story in the paper (William, personal communication, June 29, 2018). 

 

William reassessed his career choice following the internship as a result of seasoned reporters 

being unprofessional around interns who were learning the nuances of the field. After 
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graduating, William abandoned the sports sector. William argues that a student’s perception of 

an internship and the actual lived experience may be radically different: 

I think sometimes people think internships are, they're just perfect. And people just go in 

there and they're just immediately handed a job after. But sometimes they're not perfect.   

Internships are, for interns, you're pushed around a little bit maybe. (William, personal 

communication, June 29, 2018). 

 

William highlights the reality of internships: students are placed into a specific historical context, 

one where employees and creative workload differ on a daily basis; interns should be prepared 

that interoffice conflict may exist at the internship site, such as William’s experience between 

reporters and a new editor. Adjusting to a professional work site may be stressful as interns earn 

a paycheck to complete professional tasks. And like William, many participants lacked 

supervision while completing their creative assignments, a situation that may be misclassified as 

autonomy. Many interns were simply neglected at the work site. Participants noted “working 

alone,” “self-guided,” and “doing it myself” to describe the relationship with their site 

supervisor. Kathryn attended a regional liberal arts college and gained experience at the student 

TV and radio stations. She completed her internship during her junior year with a local TV 

station. Kathryn’s internship can be described as “self-directed” as her primary responsibility 

was posting completed news packages to the station’s website: “In the beginning, like the first 

one or two, he helped but most of the time I was working alone” (Kathryn, personal 

communication, June 26, 2018). Kathryn repurposed reporter’s stories rather than creating 

original work. She was provided minimal feedback before completing her work. In another self-

directed position, Eloise’s site supervisor worked remote and her tasks were outlined in a 
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document “rather than it being explained to me by a person.” She received this packet of intern 

responsibilities during orientation but did not meet her supervisor for more than a month into the 

internship. Eloise actually preferred not to work with her supervisor:  

(Site supervisor) doesn't seem very approachable and I think that a lot of the interns are 

scared to talk to her because they're afraid that if they go up to her, she'll give them 

something else to do… I think that she's definitely been the type of boss that uses her 

interns.  I've literally watched her tell people that she was paying to go home at an event 

and had the interns to pick up where they left their job (Eloise, personal communication, 

July 24, 2018). 

 

Eloise viewed her site supervisor as unapproachable and elected a self-guided document to 

develop her professional abilities. She was particularly concerned that interns at the placement 

were being exploited, providing an example of interns being forced to work a networking event 

rather than paid staff. About her site supervisor, Eloise said interns were “scared to talk to her,” 

out of fear of being assigned more tasks. To learn more about her responsibilities, Eloise resorted 

to asking a parent: “I think there were times I regret not asking for help. I didn't want to look 

incompetent, so I didn't ask for help until I got home late that night and asked my mom” (Eloise, 

personal communication, July 24, 2018). Here, Eloise may be concerned about diminishing her 

professional status. Fearing that asking questions about tasks may highlight deficiencies, Eloise 

resorted to the comfort of a family member for career guidance. At some firms within the culture 

industries, intern labor is a new commodity and current staff are unprepared to train new workers 

into the production workflow. Participants who were not prepared to contribute at the work site 

were typically inundated with “busy work.” A common concern with participants was providing 
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value to the worksite. They viewed themselves as interns who were limited to a few months of 

labor; therefore, there was not enough time to gain credibility among staff and be assigned 

meaningful work. Julie articulates this position:  

Everybody knows that you’re only there for a few months. They can only teach you so 

much. You only know so much because you’re, you don’t even have your degree yet and 

so you’re just kind of sometimes in this awkward position where it’s like you feel guilty 

almost for kind of just being there because you’re like, ‘oh my gosh, I’m getting paid and 

what am I supposed to be doing’ (Julie, personal communication, August 6, 2018). 

 

During her paid internship with a lobbyist, Julie reasons that internships should be training 

grounds to develop new skills rather than bringing a professional skillset to the work site. Some 

participants vented about “long days” where they were not given an assignment; they elected to 

find creative ways to fill the hours, including learning digital software like Photoshop. 

Participants rationalized being assigned busy work instead of meaningful complex tasks because 

their site supervisor either did not completely understand the intern’s abilities or feared 

exploiting interns with an overload of work. Gavin was adamant about not accepting an unpaid 

internship; he needed income to pay-off student loans and other debt. Double majoring in 

strategic communication and political science, Gavin applied to nearly 30 organizations and 

interviewed for 15. After interning abroad for his first internship, Gavin accepted a paid position 

where he was primarily responsible for researching health care clients for a corporation. About 

his supervisors, Gavin said: “they don’t think I can handle more than I do.  They don’t want to 

overwhelm me, so they try to keep me from being overwhelmed” (Gavin, personal 
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communication, August 2, 2018). Gavin was one of several participants shuffled from a site 

supervisor to a subordinate, which created conflict during their internships.  

 Management was portrayed during interviews as overwhelmed with their own workload 

and neglected intern’s professional development. Entering her senior year, Vanessa completed 

three internships, including one at a PR agency in London. Vanessa and a fellow intern 

confronted her site supervisor about the menial tasks they were expected to complete. She was 

placed into this unpaid experience by her university’s study abroad program while paying tuition 

to earn academic credits. She expected to learn about PR, but the organization required interns to 

wrap gifts, empty a stockroom, and shred paper. Vanessa voiced their concerns to management:  

They didn’t really have a good sense of what they did, either. And I’m -- I’m really just 

being a hundred percent honest. I just learned that I needed to take initiative and I needed 

to do -- I needed to make use of my time there just because a lot of times I felt like I was 

doing busy work.…They didn’t really give us any training. They just said, you know, I 

guess you’ll be doing -- we were kind of just helping out anyone who needed help with 

any additional work (Vanessa, personal communication, July 20, 2018). 

 

When the internship site did not meet her expectations or value her work, Vanessa took the 

initiative to request tasks that would build her professional portfolio. Instead of an exploitative 

internship, Vanessa researched journalists, attended pitch meetings, and presented to clients. 

Vanessa points to the need for organizations to have a clear role for interns at the work site. By 

doing so, interns will be given specific tasks that meet organizational needs, while providing 

noteworthy experience on her resume. If organizations “didn’t really have a good sense of what 

they did, either,” meaning clear intern expectations outlined in formal training programs or 
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meetings with supervisors, interns like Vanessa are forced to “make use of their time there” and 

create tasks that fit personal career goals. One key to internships is clear expectations. Eloise, 

who began interning in high school, valued communication with her supervisors:   

You definitely have to know how to approach (internship outcomes) and that is 

something that I definitely didn't know how to do. So, I do think that that is something 

I've learned through this. It's just how to communicate with higher ups and kind of 

advocate for yourself. Just because you're an intern doesn't mean that you have to let 

them step on you (Eloise, personal communication, July 24, 2018). 

 

Entering her senior year, Eloise banked several internships and addressed the need for interns to 

have confidence to set creative boundaries with supervisors at internship site. Interns must 

“advocate” for their career goals or “get stepped on” by site supervisors. This conversation 

distinguishes between meaningful work and exploitive internships with mundane tasks. Sara 

interned with a media conglomerate. Following a daunting interview process, Sara’s site 

supervisor delegated the mentoring and training of interns to a new employee. This was the first 

internship the new employee managed and they both learned company acronyms and internal 

jargon during Sara’s onboarding period. Other interns reported conflicts at the work site, 

particularly a lack of feedback on their assignments, and not knowing what tasks to complete 

each day. Vincent interned with a state sports association. Without a direct site supervisor, 

Vincent did not understand his responsibilities:  

It was pretty informal. It was just -- somebody would just come up and say ‘hey, are you 

busy?’ And I just gave them the honest answer of yes, no. Most -- most of the time it was 

no.  Even if I was doing something else, I would say no and just kind of take on -- take on 
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things because there wasn't -- there wasn't like a lot that -- that had -- like I said, I wasn't 

swamped with work (Vincent, personal communication, August 29, 2018). 

 

While this internship could be perceived as a prestigious organization to highlight on his resume, 

Vincent’s “informal” internship was muddled with haphazard assignments, lacked training and 

mentorship, and an inadequate amount of work. Some scholars may note Vincent’s self-

exploitation for showing initiative to take on excessive work (Corrigan, 2015; Frenette, 2013; 

Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011). Marie encountered a similar scenario interning with a national 

TV network. During her first weeks at the internship site, the network created a new internal 

position to oversee production assistants and interns. Marie’s supervisor was two-year’s older 

than her. Marie described her boss as “god awful at her job,” not based on personality, but for 

poorly managing the staff and work schedule. As a result, Marie said she “really hated (her) life” 

due to her internship supervisor’s incompetence:  

This was an entirely new position and the woman that picked it was god awful at her job.  

A nice gal, I liked her as a person, but she was trash at her job. She was the reason why 

everyone quit, because people didn’t like working for her. She wasn’t mean. She wasn’t 

nasty. She just was forgetful and just awful, and it was just depressing being there 

because all of the production assistants were always angry because they would be asked 

to come in and backfill for this person even though they were already on the double shift.  

And it affected the quality of the internship, which is why I didn’t stay (Marie, personal 

communication, July 25, 2018). 
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In Marie’s situation, one where thousands of college students applied for her internship 

opportunity at a network station, a site supervisor who lacked experience managing interns led to 

interoffice conflict, staff turnover, and a toxic work culture for interns. Marie was offered a full-

time job but declined due to a miserable internship with poor governance. Other students thrived 

in corporate cultures that invested in developing interns into full-time employees. 

Corporate Culture: Investing in Talent and Skill Development 

Participants were primarily concerned with site supervisor feedback to constitute a source 

of valorization of their professional skillsets. Young professionals negotiate public and private 

self-conceptions through interactions at the work site, experimenting with “provisional 

professional identities” based on feedback with colleagues about the individual’s attitudes and 

behaviors elicited in their new role (Ibarra, 1999). Students make sense of their role in the 

workplace through social comparison and gauge progress through social comparison and 

observational learning. Arvidsson (2008) termed these primary motivations as “socially 

recognized self-realization,” where participants take pride in their work, but also hope to have 

their skills recognized by their peers. While social comparison played a key role in participant’s 

self-branding strategies, many interns adopted neoliberal ideology, particularly individualism 

and meritocracy, and an entrepreneurial work ethic to confront the intern economy. To 

demonstrate their professional abilities, participants understood the value of taking the initiative 

to complete projects without micromanaging from supervisors at the internship site. Lily was 

aware of the professional standards and expectations prior to joining the organization. Lily 

majored in communications and worked at a university TV station for over four years. She 

completed three internships, including two with cable entertainment programs. While the 

internship site lacked formal training, Lily relied on her prior experience to contribute content:  
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There weren't necessarily formal trainings. It was more so they just kind of assumed that 

I knew what I was doing. I mean, definitely towards the beginning I had one of the 

producers I was directly working with, he kind of asked me like, ‘alright, you're 

comfortable with Adobe Premiere, right? Look, I don't need to show you some stuff?’ 

And you know, I said, no, I knew what I was doing (Lily, personal communication, 

August 29, 2018). 

 

The producers of the cable channel assumed that Lily was vetted during the internship 

application process and understood the basic responsibilities of the position, particularly the 

digital technology required to complete assignments. Hanna completed two paid broadcast 

journalism internships. Her first site supervisor educated her on the correlation between initiative 

and desirable outcomes: “(My supervisor) told me like that the internship is what you make it so 

if you didn’t take the initiative to go and say ‘Hey, I want to go out with a reporter or 

photographer,’ then they’ll make it happen for you and that’ll like make your experience more 

enjoyable” (Hanna, personal communication, July 16, 2018). Interns should have this 

conversation with their site supervisor: What do you want to learn? What do you hope to achieve 

during your internship? What are your learning objectives? Hanna hoped to shadow a reporter to 

learn the craft of broadcast journalism and create a marketable reel. When this discussion does 

not take place between intern and supervisor or an intern does not request specific tasks, 

participants meandered through internship experiences. Site supervisors resorted to occupying 

intern’s time with “busy work.” Participants recognized a disconnect when their internships 

provided tasks that failed to meet preconceived industry expectations.  
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At two national television networks, Barbara benefited from organizations who invested 

in a culture of developing interns, noting how several esteemed broadcast journalists began as 

interns over 20 years ago at her current internship site. “I appreciate the culture of, 

we’re investing this time in you, we’re investing these skills in you to help you learn and become 

a better journalist and we want to keep you” (Barbara, personal communication, July 30, 2018). 

Among her job responsibilities, Barbara was paid to research news briefs for the program’s on-

air talent. Corporate cultures that developed interns typically had “bucket lists” or “20-page 

packets” of tasks to complete during their time at the placement, including networking with 

various departments or other programs. Participants diversified their portfolios by taking on new 

assignments for ancillary departments and were granted access to management.  

Prior to her senior year, Constance completed several internships including one at a 

media conglomerate. After rigorous orientation sessions, Constance attended in-house training 

and workshops to develop her skillset, including Excel and personal branding. She participated 

in weekly intern-specific events and internal mentoring program, where she was matched with a 

supervisor who helped her network with colleagues. Previous interns exposed her to different 

departments and sharpened her role within the organization: “I feel like I’m being treated as an 

employee and not an intern.  I get assigned real work; I get to sit in on meetings that the team 

gets to sit into. I get compensated, and I definitely wanted that real-world experience” 

(Constance, personal communication, July 1, 2018). Constance notes how shedding the status of 

“intern” and being treated like an “employee” through the paid opportunity and meaningful work 

provided a self-realizing internship experience.  Her skillsets were validated by industry peers. 

Structured internship placements featured mentors who were devoted to developing intern’s 
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skills, socialization to their role and industry, and expanding networking opportunities. However, 

interns like Ibrahim focused on intern progression from newcomer to a valued professional.  

Interns progressed to professional status by transitioning from menial template-based 

assignments nearly all interns can complete to original content that features their individual 

creative brand. These participants earned a seat at staff meetings to pitch their material to C-Suite 

executives and organizational clients. Ibrahim and fellow interns were provided a “20-page 

packet” to help get acclimated to professional context of a local TV station. This structured 

internship program detailed how Ibrahim should conduct himself as a professional reporter. Later 

in his career trajectory, when he began his network TV internship in Washington, D.C., Ibrahim 

was rewarded with creative autonomy: 

I came into (network TV) and they said ‘okay, this is your desk.’ And that was it. And 

I’m honestly more grateful for that because you realize what you have to do and what is 

expected of you. I think especially in this industry, no one’s going to come up to you and 

say ‘well, (Ibrahim), we need you to do at least one story a day, you have to do it by this 

time.’ Like that’s expected of you. I shouldn’t have to be coddled and reminded like a 

child that this is what I have to do. And that’s what I think a lot of students lack in is the -

- is the realization that things are expected of you without you realizing it (Ibrahim, 

personal communication, July 28, 2018). 

 

Ibrahim earned creative autonomy by completing several internships and his prior experience as 

a producer for the campus TV station. He began working on the craft of journalism with the 

seventh-grade student newspaper. He was prepared for a network internship and earned his 

paycheck by producing creative content even as an “intern,” including the news package that he 
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produced because he was bilingual, and he was rewarded with validation of his skillset by 

management. He notes an interesting aspect of the intern economy that some participants did not 

fully comprehend: students enter the work site with expectations and each intern is expected to 

decipher their role and responsibilities within the company. Participants with prior internship 

experience were prepared to navigate their role within corporate cultures and were rewarded with 

the freedom to produce creative content. Barbara completed four internships prior to her senior 

year, from local TV to network positions. Barbara spoke with conviction about her experience:  

My second week at (network TV) was the congressional baseball shooting. And I was on 

the scene of that with them. And we had a client-- we either one of the affiliate stations 

across the country or someone who was paying to try to get us to do a live hit for them 

and explain what was going on, they had booked a live shot at the same time that they 

were going to be doing a press conference update. And so obviously we couldn't have the 

live hit with the press conference going on the back end, you won’t hear anything. So, my 

producer sent me to scout a new live position and we had a second camera and he had 

one of the other camera guys that was freelancing go and set up the camera for me. And I 

was going to have to produce the hit because he couldn't leave the cue behind. So, I 

found this location and I had everything set up there and then I moved the correspondent, 

and we did the live hit. So, after doing that in such a high-pressure situation, (site 

supervisor) trusted me to a whole day on my own. They got a camera man to come down 

for the day and I got to produce live productions by myself (Barbara, personal 

communication, July 30, 2018). 
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Barbara is the ideal intern. Her prior experience prepared her to produce a news package that 

separates her portfolio from her peers without constraints. She did not update a press release 

template. This news package was designed on her tastes, preferences, and creativity. Barbara 

doesn’t “sound like an intern.” She demonstrates professionalism, recapping a story with 

industry jargon, and understands how the organization operates and her role within the 

department. Remember, the culture industries recognized Barbara’s potential as a sophomore, as 

she was offered full-time employment at a network-affiliated station. Participants earn creative 

autonomy by developing their skills at on-campus media and completing several internships.  

Discussion 
 

How can the intern economy effectively evaluate positive internship outcomes if 

employment is not the ultimate criteria? The primary motivation of participants to work for 

organizations was not driven by compensation or full-time employment. Eight participants, three 

of whom were seniors, four juniors and a sophomore, participated in one internship. The 

remaining 20 interviewees completed a total of 59 internships, averaging approximately three 

internships during their academic career (Appendix B). It is within this context that institutional 

practices may contribute to potential exploitative working conditions for college interns who 

grant consent to this relationship when these individuals adopt neoliberal and self-branding 

ideologies. Interviewees comported themselves to a set of ideological conditions, particularly the 

cultural industries mandate of professionalization that may influence young workers to gain 

industry experience to be a “brand worthy of remark” (Peters, 1997). After completing numerous 

hours of invisible labor to complete assignments for campus media, these individuals adopted a 

mentality that it was critical to labor in a professional context as a means to enhance their 

personal brands and employability. However, industry access, working conditions and 
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governance structures, and career outcomes were beyond their control. Some individuals within 

this study targeted firms in the hope of a job offer after graduation or what Dailey (2016) termed 

identity forecasting, projecting their identities into the future and picturing themselves as part of 

the organization. However, other students earned a formal offer for full-time employment at the 

conclusion of their internship but could not accept because of their class standing; Barbara was a 

sophomore when she rejected an assistant news director position with a network-affiliated 

television station. Or, in Marie’s case, she rejected future employment because of a toxic work 

environment. Interns like Marie and Barbara who enter the culture industries with vast amounts 

of professional experience prior to graduation shift the power dynamics of employment 

opportunities from corporate control over available internal positions to an individual’s choice of 

organizational fit and professional role. While waiting to graduate, participants were in 

“employment limbo,” relying on network connections to secure additional internships and thus 

resorting to become serial interns. At the work site, participants navigated the tension between 

creative autonomy and bureaucratic governance structures.  

Interns like Gabrielle embraced entry-level assignments and menial tasks as “the best first 

internship I ever could have had.” She was willing to intern without monetary compensation in 

exchange for portfolio materials gained at the internship site. More importantly, Gabrielle was 

motivated by the brand rather than the lived experience. Participants in this study deliberately 

sought organizations with industry reputations, such as media conglomerates, TV networks, or 

professional sports teams. The brand became a source of their employability and validation of 

professional skillsets, regardless if the internship was disappointing or lacked “hands-on” tasks. 

Rather than focusing on skill development or the role and responsibilities, these participants 

valued the credential. This rationale is rooted in self-branding ideology and neoliberal 
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marketability as the opportunity to list a brand on their resume superseded the actual experience. 

Interns are trained and recruited into professional settings, yet the onus for success is shifted 

from social structures to individual ambition. More importantly, these participants followed the 

career paths of their “idols of promotion” (Duffy & Pooley, 2019), successful upperclassmen, 

who promoted prestigious internships on their social media platforms like SnapChat; these 

individuals sought out their peer’s career path and attempted to model it through on-campus 

media and a similar internship trajectory. When “life is a pitch,” these new ideal worker-subjects 

have a passion to create content, an entrepreneurial mentality rooted in creative autonomy, and 

are pressured to update skillsets in an endless pursuit of work (Gill, 2010, p. 57). Participants 

adopted neoliberal values that endorse individual choices to dictate future outcomes. Risk was 

shifted to the hands of individuals who alone were responsible for the consequences of their 

career strategy. Interns granted consent to these working conditions and strategically invested in 

serial internships as some participants witnessed first-hand the viability of this career path from 

upperclassmen. The ideology of enterprise, the construction of subjects to self-promote content 

and accept precarious work, commodifies culture industry labor that benefits media outlets 

(Cohen, 2015). Neoliberal ideologies mask power relationships between intern and organization 

as demonstrated by the lived experience of college students. These positions help sustain the 

structural conditions of the intern economy. The culture industries solicit ideal candidates for 

entry-level work, extending the duration and intensity of serial intern’s commitment to 

potentially unpaid positions. Simply, the culture industries extract more labor from the worker 

and reap the profit, whether cost-effective measures of withholding wages or benefits packages 

entitled to salaried employees. Applicants pursue these prestigious, competitive (mostly unpaid) 

positions to escape a volatile job market. Internships bridge the gap from university’s 
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commencement to full-time jobs. Aspiring workers absorb the risks of an internship’s temporary 

status and defer a paycheck in the hope that this labor will enhance their personal brands and 

qualifications, carving a path toward full-time employment opportunities. In turn, the culture 

industry contributes to the precarious conditions that reproduce power asymmetries over a 

surplus of eager workers.  

As acceptance rates at highly selective colleges have plummeted (Wong, 2016), students 

have shifted gears from college admission to a frenzied pursuit to pad their resumes with 

superficial internship experiences to improve their prospects on a competitive job market. These 

participants were motivated, not by a paycheck, but the pursuit of industry exposure or privileged 

access. Students like William noted how organizational reputation differed from the lived 

experience as these internships provided minimum return on labor investment. While a brand 

may read well on a resume, these participants did not build the professional portfolio they 

anticipated and justified dismal experiences as an opportunity to gain references or develop soft 

skills. Participants like Hanna interned as a “nice buffer” to bridge from academia to 

employment, seeking practical experience to earn full-time positions. This is noteworthy, 

specifically for students like Rhonda who waited to secure the last-minute, spring semester 

senior-year internship to “look more professional” than merely a college graduate.  Panic may 

overwhelm these students who did not participate in campus media and lack a professional 

portfolio. With months remaining in their college careers, and, as Vanessa put it “nothing to 

show for” their skillset, these students were forced to accept any internship position available, 

which were comprised of administrative, exploitative tasks. Participants were motivated to 

pursue internships as a means to diversify their professional portfolio, not only from coursework, 

but creative work produced at the campus newspaper, television station, or student-run public 
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relations agency. Internal student-run media, however, do not lead to full-time employment and 

do not equate to industry work samples. As such, participants transitioned to industry 

experiences that may lead to a full-time positions, supporting Daily’s (2016) conclusion.   

This chapter aimed to identify how a single intern’s experience is not representative of a 

system that is precisely geared to reify experience, relationships, and a nominal salary as the 

ontological rewards interns should find valuable. Interviewees benefited from their experiences 

in the culture industries, ranging from basic observation or shadowing of professionals at the 

work site, networking and earning references, developing soft skills, generating portfolio 

materials, and earning full-time employment opportunities. An organization’s internship program 

and the institutional practices that guide them may contribute to potentially exploitative working 

conditions for college interns. But this relationship should not be examined as a binary category. 

Yes, participants sanded desks, answered phones, and completed other menial or administrative 

tasks. But limiting the analytical framework to exploitation or valuable constricts the intern’s 

agency or capacity to act. Participants internalized the mandate of professionalization in different 

ways. Some students settled for entry-level internships with campus media, university 

departments, or local non-profit organizations to develop their skills, but lacked a fundamental 

understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the profession. These students would benefit 

from rigorous governance structures that detail daily tasks to match the individual’s digital and 

professional competencies. Other interviewees like Ibrahim and Barbara had the wherewithal to 

navigate the explicit and implicit expectations of the industry, progressing from local to 

prestigious internships, producing content with autonomy, and discarding their status as interns.   
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation began with a self-reflexive paradoxical question: How can someone who has 

never taken an undergraduate PR course become a professional in the field? My career began 

with an internship in the Public Relations Department at King’s College. I was a senior English 

major who previously interned with a local minor-league affiliate hockey team and worked as a 

sports stringer for a local newspaper. After completing my fall semester internship, I was asked 

to continue at King’s PR office during the spring semester and the college hired me full-time 

upon graduation. However, the first time I stepped foot into an undergraduate PR classroom was 

as a teaching assistant during the first year of my doctoral program. Frankly, my career path 

seemed absurd. I started to question how students transition into working professionals, the role 

of an undergraduate curriculum, and the salience of internships.  This study examined the lived 

experiences of interns within the culture industries.  

The PR internship offers a useful site to examine the institutional practices that may 

contribute to potential exploitive working conditions for college interns who grant consent to this 

relationship when these individuals adopt neoliberal and self-branding ideologies. Not only do 

students come from college programs where their professional lives are framed as 

entrepreneurial and align to neoliberal discourses (Cohen, 2015), the culture industries have the 

capacity to take advantage of the relationship through mediated discourses that shape perceptions 

about the defined role of management and prospective labor. PR agency’s recruitment postings 

established the rules within the internship system between the organization and individual, 

outlining expectations for their professional role and responsibilities. In doing so, these texts 

exploited the ontological rewards of future employment by diminishing traditional media 
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representations of internships as “pouring coffee and making copies,” and marketing the 

experience to work with global brands as critical to industry success. In addition, neoliberal 

ideologies mask power relationships between intern and organization as demonstrated by the 

lived experience of college students who become serial interns in pursuit of prestigious, 

competitive positions to escape a volatile job market. While interns bridged the gap from 

commencement to employment, investing in a career strategy that they hope will lead to future 

career opportunities, the culture industry perpetuate discourses centered on the mandate of 

professionalization that contributes to the precarious conditions rooted in intern labor that 

reproduce power asymmetries over a surplus of eager workers.  

However, interns have the capacity to act, not only through the selection of internship 

sites, but dictating the terms of the internship contract to address perceived exploitative 

conditions. Compensation was not a primary factor for interviewees, nor was future-oriented 

investments such as a job offer. Participants sought internal immediate rewards (Daugherty, 

2011, p. 417) of skill acquisition, professional experience and industry exposure. In keeping with 

Arvidsson’s (2008) primary motivation for voluntary social production, interviewees valued 

opportunities for their skills to be validated by industry professionals. This dissertation answers 

Kuehn and Corrigan’s (2013) call for research addressing the politics and practices behind the 

academic internship (p. 20). My findings build upon Kuehn and Corrigan’s (2013) construct of 

“hope labor” as a secondary motivation to perform voluntary online social production to gain 

experience and exposure in the hope it would lead to future employment opportunities. However, 

this study focuses on creative production within a professional context. In addition, participants 

adopted neoliberal ideologies and were driven to intern in several precarious positions as a short-

term investment to gain industry experience and exposure before embarking on future culture 
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industry careers. Interns have the capacity to act and shift the power dynamics of the relationship 

in favor of intern’s desired objectives. As noted with this study’s interviewees, students who 

understood the implicit and explicit expectations as workers benefited from creative autonomy 

while their supervisors weren’t burdened with trivial questions.  

Institutional practices maintain the PR field as gatekeeper to solicit intern labor and 

control the outcomes of who is granted privileged industry access. The culture industries solicit 

intern labor through internship advertisement postings, while trade publication discourses shape 

how intern labor is valued and highlight ontological rewards that make these placements seem 

manageable and desirable. Industry insiders influence young worker’s professional development 

by defining governance structures and intern’s role and responsibilities within them.  It is 

incumbent on the authors of these texts to prioritize mentorship and training, envisioning a future 

that bolsters the PR industry’s image and reputation as a whole. Otherwise, trade publications 

will continue to frame these individuals as administrative cogs in the content production cycle, 

contributing to global narratives that devalue both financially and professionally intern work.  

This research attempted to fill the gap or “labor blind spot” in political economy of 

communication, as well as bridge PEC with the theoretical foundations of cultural studies by 

presenting the lived experiences of ordinary student workers. I aimed to address Corrigan’s 

(2018) calls for PEC researchers to take an ethnographical approach to media artifacts, “listen 

in” to discourses about those practices or industry conditions highlighted within the text, and 

triangulate trade press analysis with additional sources and research methods, including in-depth 

interviews with practitioners. This dissertation provided a three-point analysis to question how 

the PR industry prepares new professionals through internships for future employment, 

underscoring the institutional practices that shape these hegemonic relationships and how those 
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involved grant consent to their own (self-)exploitation. In the seminal article “Audience 

Commodity and Its Work” (1981), Dallas Smythe contends media content is the “free lunch” that 

produces audiences to sell to advertisers. In the intern economy, an audience of prospective 

employees is lured into precarious work arrangements through the promise of a “free lunch” in 

ideological terms of professional development and networking opportunities. However, the 

“blind spot” of this hegemonic relationship which drives the culture industries is not creative 

content production by the intern commodity, but that this potentially exploited labor offsets 

administrative costs in terms of corporate payroll. Students file, answer phones, and other 

industry-specific mundane tasks; they are an imagined audience in a capitalistic relationship sold 

to corporations to improve profits. The basic premise of hegemony is that individuals are not 

ruled by force alone but also by ideas (Bates, 1975, p. 351). What ideas would lead students to 

grant consent for their own domination? Self-branding mantras and professionalization mandates 

create the dominant culture’s ideology that argue internships are critical for future success, 

particularly that an internship will build a portfolio that bolsters student’s competitive edge on 

the job market. Staying late, working hard, not performing administrative tasks, proving yourself 

to be indispensable are among the neoliberal directives. However, interns do benefit from 

participating in the system and have the capacity to respond within this professional context. 

Interviewees benefited from their experiences in the culture industries, ranging from basic 

observation or shadowing of professionals at the work site, networking and earning references, 

developing soft skills, generating portfolio materials, and earning full-time employment offers.  

Interns can add value to the work site by showcasing professional skills that meet culture 

industry standards. If college students are completing their first internship, the focus of the 

experience may be job shadowing or observing experienced PR professionals in agency settings 
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to gain comprehensive knowledge of the roles and responsibilities necessary to produce key 

deliverables. To acclimate to corporate environments, interns should attend meetings and 

training events to reduce anxiety or fears associated with the transition from student to 

professional. The motive should be centered on learning how the culture industry functions. This 

essential component of any internship allows students to gain soft skills like communication 

etiquette or conduct internal research to position themselves for more advanced tasks during their 

internship progression to more prestigious firms. Current culture industry interns no longer wait 

until the spring semester of their senior year to gain professional experience; the majority of 

participants in this study conducted at least two internships, including some who began as soon 

as the spring semester of freshman year.   

Students sought internships for more than identity forecasting or the expectation of future 

full-time employment (Daily, 2016). This study supports Corrigan’s (2015) conclusion that 

(2015) interns and “digital creatives constantly navigate tensions between personal fulfillment, 

future career aspirations and (self-)exploitation” (p. 338). Participants were strategic; they made 

autonomous choices with clear motives, including networking, portfolio development, or 

exposure to their field of study. This was particularly important for underclassmen with several 

semesters remaining to earn their college degree or those students who earned a firm 

employment offer from an internship site. These young laborers shifted the power dynamics 

between culture industry employers and college students. If agency is an intern’s ability to make 

their own choices, the participants in this study were able to exert power, self-direct by internal 

impulse, and act authentically to achieve one’s motives, contrasting common internship statistics 

that colleges and universities use to evaluate internship success; most notably, the percentage of 

internships that lead to employment or continued service at a corporation. As a result, internship 
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evaluators should re-consider outcomes or student satisfaction on career service surveys. In 

addition, interns partake in vast amounts of invisible labor to research host sites, complete 

applications, network, interview, and produce “good work” for firms that do not result in the 

tangible portfolio pieces, blurring the line between ambiguous roles and workplace 

responsibilities and exploitation of young laborers. 

This research answered Fast and colleagues (2016) call for scholars to question unpaid 

work in the media sector through an analysis of who creates what type of value for whom, 

through what types of work, and for what reasons. My findings have differentiated forms of 

unpaid labor and levels of creative autonomy, particularly addressing the role of employer 

governance structures. The participants of this study quickly learned the mentored or neglected 

scenario within the intern economy, specifically through the value these young workers added at 

the internship site. A structure exists to excel in the PR industry, but students must demonstrate 

the capacity to act. Interns with initiative and understood their role and industry expectations 

earned creative autonomy and thrived to complete assigned tasks independently among 

professionals at the work site. As this study concluded, media literacy and foundational 

knowledge of the roles and responsibilities of the profession are mandatory skillsets of the ideal 

worker. While students may be limited in how they approach internships and dictate the terms of 

the relationship, interviewees demonstrated real gusto as they pursued career success; thus, 

showing how well students will respond to industry values and expectations.  

In terms of creative autonomy, interviewees did not have control over the product nor had 

frequent opportunities to produce unique portfolio samples. Many participants were limited to 

stock templates and menial tasks that conceal their contribution to the product, whether research 

for clients or C-suite executives, or brainstorming sessions. Other interviewees who gained 
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previous internship experience were valued at the work site and contributed unique projects, such 

as Ibrahim’s bilingual news story for a national television outlet. Here, governance structures 

play a pivotal role in each student’s professional development. Internships as exploitative are 

housed here. In this situation, poor governance structures dictate that interns complete menial 

tasks while being neglected by management. The intern lacks development and mentorship. If 

internships must be unpaid, the work site should be required to invest in student training to 

enhance skills and employability. Several participants valued internships that provided practical 

opportunities to observe professionals in a “real world” context. Interns like Scarlett and Hanna 

benefited from shadowing reporters at the work site. This conflicts with scholarly accounts that 

interns require meaningful, “hands-on” work (Daugherty, 2011, Siebert & Wilson, 2013). 

Surprisingly, some students felt obligated to intern due to program curriculum requirements. 

Interviewees like William admitted his desire to complete menial tasks and refused more creative 

projects because he did not want his internship work to conflict with coursework. He did not 

identify with the mantras of self-realization of completed projects and professional aspirations. 

In other words, interns like William simply wanted to complete program requirements by 

contributing the least amount of labor possible to the work site. Most participants rationalized 

disappointing experiences that lacked intrinsic rewards as an investment in their future career 

(Frenette, 2013); they gained experience and industry exposure. Other aspiring professionals 

found a silver lining in poor internships comprised of menial work by self-branding. To support 

what Corrigan (2015) termed “braggable investments,” these individuals resorted to marketing 

lackluster internships on their resume as evidence of their employability and validation of their 

professional skillsets. Interns required constant supervision would benefit from mentored 

relationships; these individuals comport themselves to the implicit expectations of young 
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laborers. Tamara’s story was reminiscent of media representations of interns in The Devil Wears 

Prada. Tamara’s supervisor did not want another Andy Sachs who would inundate her with 

minutia questions about every task. Modern interns must adapt to the corporate culture, manage 

supervisor’s expectations, both implicit and explicit, and embrace creative autonomy to produce 

creative content. This allows interns to build trust and earn mentored relationships. However, 

their practical reality may be one of neglected talent, resigned to funnel information into stock 

news release templates or other menial tasks. Participants earned legitimacy and created value at 

the internship site by participating in corporate cultures that invested in their talent and provided 

mentorship. This investment paid dividends as participants earned creative autonomy and 

produced signature creative content for their professional portfolios. It is incumbent upon 

schools and departments to be good stewards on intern labor, working hand-in-hand with their 

students to inspect internship postings for potentially exploitative practices, and training students 

to critically understand their role and expected responsibilities as workers in the intern economy.  

Chapter Summaries and Analysis 

Internship Postings: Luring Talent to PR Agencies 

This chapter explores the relationship between organizations and prospective interns 

through an institutional analysis of internship advertisements soliciting aspiring labor at 14 of the 

top 25 public relations and marketing communications firms as ranked by The Holmes Report. In 

total, 37 internship positions hosted in 11 states provided insight in how PR agencies imagine the 

ideal intern in 19 practice areas, including PR, consumer brand marketing, technology, research 

& analytics, social media, gaming, integrated communication, digital media, graphic design, and 

health communications. The analysis offered insights on how the culture industries elicit 

students’ emotional responses to the media text, exploit the ontological rewards of future 
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employment, and the governance structures that may conceal forms of exploitation that, when 

highlighted, can help interns better understand internship postings.  

The research questions addressed were “How do the culture industries solicit intern 

labor? And “In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of 

management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact do corporate 

bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy?” An institutional analysis of 

internship postings at the top PR and marketing firms provided empirical evidence of two types 

of experiences that construct the ideal employee: industry exposure and technicians. For industry 

exposure internships, interns will conduct invisible labor in the form of building media lists, 

researching journalists and social media influencers, compiling lists of industry professionals, 

and building relationships with media contacts. The focus were intangible strategic development 

tasks of research, media monitoring, and brainstorming, as well as an inherent ability to analyze 

the media and current trends, which may be rendered invisible as these professional 

responsibilities concern the communication process, and not campaign deliverables highlighted 

in professional portfolios. More importantly, while not coded for in Duffy and Schwartz’s (2017) 

analysis of social media internships, PR agencies valued media literacy and interns who are able 

to consume and evaluate news coverage and story elements, understand print and electronic 

media, and identify current industry or cultural trends. Conversely, PR technician’s positions 

centered on writing media materials, managing and producing social media content, and event 

planning. Within this subset, intern’s emotional labor in “work-as-fun” corporate cultures, 

blurred the lines between labor and leisure hours. These ideal candidates were required to be 

passionate and committed to the industry with a flexible, positive, “can-do” attitude. 
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These recruitment advertisements are structured to elicit intern’s emotional appeals for 

ontological rewards, including entry into the culture industry, professional training, networking 

opportunities with creative professionals, and, potentially, a bridge to gain meaningful 

employment. The analysis highlighted expectations between organizations and students that 

construct and manipulate this relationship. By eliciting students’ emotional responses to the 

media text, some organizations may exploit the ontological rewards of future employment or 

privileged industry access, while other firms fostered the relationship between student and 

professional mentor that could continue through the organization’s professional training 

programs. In sum, prospective employees need to truly consider the vocabulary of the position 

with faculty advisors and the university’s internship coordinator and discuss how interns are 

governed, either with creative autonomy or through a mentored relationship. The text also 

provides subtle clues to potential exploitation, such as administrative duties of scanning media 

outlets for client clippings, which can help interns make informed decisions of which agency 

offers the most worthwhile professional investment opportunities. A political economy of 

communication analysis of the relationship between young laborers and organizations exposed 

an individual’s participatory or exploitative creative outputs of labor; specifically, the production 

and consumption of information in the culture industries. These internship position texts contain 

both an ideological construction of the individual intern and the expectations that they should 

comport themselves to in order to receive a good internship experience, with the “experience” 

being a kind of reward for the individuals who do good work of becoming ideal interns.  

Table Talk: The PR Industry and the Intern Dilemma  

In this chapter, I examined 54 articles within the trade publication PR News to understand 

how the industry defines the ideal PR employee. The research questions guiding this chapter 
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were RQ1: How do the culture industries solicit intern labor? RQ2: How do cultural artifacts, 

particularly industry trade publications, define the ideal aspiring professional? How do the 

culture industries extract value from student laborers? And RQ4: In what ways do mediated 

discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles of management and perspective interns in 

the culture industries? What impact do corporate bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative 

autonomy? PR News serves the PR, advertising, and marketing communities at corporations, 

agencies, and nonprofits with a focus on honing skills through content in the weekly 75-year-old 

publication with over 100,000 visitors to the website each month: nearly 300,000 followers 

among its social media platforms. This study aims to better understand the practices, beliefs and 

discourses of public relations practitioners, raising questions on the workplace conditions 

concerning exploitation or uncompensated production. By examining these texts, three themes 

emerged that highlight industry perceptions of constructing the ideal PR employee: recruiting 

talent; implementing professional development programs to train and mentor workers; and 

conflicting narratives about essential skills based on employee’s level of industry experience. 

These themes provide a foundational understanding of how the industry “talks to itself” about the 

value of aspiring professionals, the trade publication’s potential impact on corporate culture, and 

worker subjectivities in the digital era. 

The generation clash was noted in the workplace in 2007 (“Tip Sheet: Generation Clash 

in the Workplace? What We Can Learn from The Young, Part 1,” 2007). Marjorie Clifton’s two-

part feature discussed the culture clashes between Baby Boomers and tech-driven young 

workers. Clifton questioned if this divide is linked to Boomer’s aversion to change and 

bureaucratic mentality or interns lack of mentoring and demand for work-life balance. The 

relationship could be win-win, where management share experience and mentor aspiring 
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professionals in exchange for social media and digital media training and information on a 

potential target demographic. PR News creates interoffice conflict between management and 

aspiring professionals. On the one hand, supervisors may read industry trade texts that encourage 

their organization to create internship programs that provide interns administrative tasks, 

network opportunities, and improve socialization efforts into the professional workplace. On the 

other, industry texts for aspiring professionals are designed to empower these individuals to 

develop the “Brand of You,” where they need to demonstrate digital and social media skills that 

add value to the organization.  

To construct the ideal PR employee, PR News content focused on ground-breaking 

professional development programs that serve as a model to be implemented within the industry. 

As part of the implementation process, neoliberal directives are designed to extract value from 

laborers as these discourses emphasize shifting risk from the corporation to the self-regulating 

individual. The intern was responsible for his or her success. As the recession impacted the 

profession, firms offered happy hours and networking opportunities in lieu of a paycheck. Taylor 

and Kent’s (2010) findings on social media messages within trade publications are particularly 

salient for interns seeking creative cultures. Taylor and Kent (2010) contend that these messages 

can influence student’s understanding of the profession, telling a story that PR is easy and fun 

(“Get Yourself A Tweet New Job” was one headline), while offering a false impression of social 

media’s value and underestimating the time commitment to successfully utilize it as a 

communication tactic (p. 212). The internship experience became a symbiotic representation of 

the brand: each intern became a brand ambassador and the internship experience served as a 

branded commodity on the individual’s future resume; a marker of value and validation of 
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skillset. These industry ideals laid the groundwork for the precarious workforce as a multitude of 

unpaid interns replaced entry-level salaried professionals.  

The internship was viewed originally by many firms as an “investment” used to solicit 

talent. Thus, unpaid internships continued ad nauseam.  Mantras for “farming talent” with the 

ideal of transitioning this recruited labor into full-time salaried employees fell silent. The 

question that needs to be raised is at what point does the total number of interns warrant a paid 

position? Several articles mentioned three interns for one full-time staff person. A case study 

focused on non-profit Open Books Ltd., featured the organization’s initiative to combat illiteracy 

in Chicago in 2008. Because of budget constraints, the nonprofit’s workforce included two 

marketing/public relations full-time staffers and 10 interns to revitalize and redesign Open Books 

website. One full-time paid position for every five unpaid interns working on the same project 

(“Case Study: System Reboot: How One Nonprofit's Revamped Web Site Helped Deliver its 

Message to the Masses, 2008). The value extracted from interns as a commodity in the digital 

economy is not limited to a paycheck in PR News publications. The process of value generation 

is linked to the creation of professional development programs at PR firms. The problem the PR 

industry faced was cultivating talent and preparing these ideal employees for work in the culture 

industries. The professional development programs implemented at agencies, corporations, and 

nonprofit organizations had different agendas based on employee’s role and level of experience. 

Best practices for management and interns were radically different objectives. Management was 

instructed in these texts to have interns focus on administrative tasks while student sought 

network opportunities and mentorship by experienced professionals. As noted, interns need this 

experience, some college majors require internships to earn a degree, so they will work late and 

completing professional portfolio pieces in a scenario Lauren Beth Ellis (2015) described as a 
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means of creating employment opportunities, whether at the internship site or pitched during 

interviews with another company.  

This research builds on previous scholarship focusing on interaction with colleagues, the 

impact of communication technologies, and the 24/7 work personas, such as the “compulsory 

sociality” (Gregg, 2008) argument as workers are required to network and participate in 

opportunities to socialize with cultural workers for career survival in a digital economy. 

However, this study argues that management differs on perceived foundational skills of aspiring 

professionals, creating a divide among practitioners who believe incoming talent with “digitally-

inclined hands” can make an immediate impact on the profession and other newcomers can 

barely complete administrative tasks without constant surveillance. The industry should proceed 

with caution in terms of arguments for individuals to multi-skill and de-specialize in professional 

tasks. Such theoretical frameworks align with Taylorian-inspired management ideology, 

benefiting industry and make aspiring laborers easily replaceable. This study examined the role 

of interns as laborers in the PR industry and how the industry “talks to itself” about the value of 

these aspiring professionals. In an industry that relies on much intern labor, I explored how the 

trade publication PR News articulates, rationalizes, and positions these workers as valuable 

sources of labor. Aspiring professionals who participate in professional development programs 

gain first-hand industry knowledge by working on client’s accounts as a respected member of a 

team. The corpus of text analyzed for this study highlighted involving interns in brainstorming 

sessions. The industry should strive to better involve students by giving them a specific role 

under the guidance of a senior account manager: Foster the mentor-mentee networking 

relationship. Secondly, student’s social media knowledge can bolster any company’s emerging 

digital strategy. Rather than hinder these individual’s creative impulses with menial tasks, 
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empower entry-level employees to research social media platforms to root the organization’s 

digital presence and reach the organization’s target audiences on emerging platforms.  

The PR industry’s construction of its future leaders is predicated on the foundational 

articles in trade publications. PR News is only one example of this relationship. How agencies, 

corporations, and non-profits incorporate trade publication texts into actual development 

programs will dictate whether the industry is laden with unmotivated administrative specialists 

proficient in categorizing media clippings. Or, whether these programs can be re-designed to 

produce symbiotic relationships: management can share experience and mentor aspiring 

professionals in exchange for social media and digital media training. By understanding the texts 

that construct these individuals into a productive workforce, the PR industry can synergize 

professional development and internship programs to empower management to ignite dormant 

programs stifled by bureaucratic practices and reinvigorate life into an industry seeking an 

identity in the digital economy.  

The Lived Experience of Culture Industry Interns 

This chapter examined how interns negotiate creativity within corporate governance 

structures; motivations to work without compensation; the invisible labor students invest to 

network with professionals, build a portfolio and secure internships; and self-branding strategies 

implemented to position themselves for future rewards. The research questions analyzed in this 

chapter are: What motivates interns to produce content for organizations if they are not working 

for a paycheck? In what ways do mediated discourses shape perceptions about the defined roles 

of management and perspective interns in the culture industries? What impact do corporate 

bureaucratic structures have on interns' creative autonomy? 



 
 

 

180 

 

To answer these questions, I conducted 28 semi-structured in-depth interviews with current 

students or recent college graduates from 12 colleges and universities, ranging from regional 

liberal arts to urban research centers located in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. The interviews 

shed light on participant’s working conditions, socialization processes, and primarily 

responsibilities, which included media relations, research, public affairs, management and 

administration, and community relations. Participants primarily worked at higher educational 

institutions, health care providers, start-up tech firms, and nonprofit community agencies.  

Participants were motivated to pursue internships to solidify career choices, enhance 

professional skills, and secure recommendations for future employment or “dream” internships, 

among other factors. Some individuals within this study targeted firms in the hope of a job offer 

after graduation or what Dailey (2016) termed identity forecasting, projecting their identities into 

the future and picturing themselves as part of the organization. However, other students earned a 

formal offer for full-time employment at the conclusion of their internship but could not accept 

because of class standing and needed to complete their undergraduate degrees. The primary 

motivation of participants to work within the culture industries was not driven by compensation 

or full-time employment. Interns like Gabrielle embraced unpaid entry-level assignments and 

menial tasks in exchange for portfolio materials. Others were motivated by the brand rather than 

the lived experience as these participants deliberately sought organizations with industry 

reputations, such as media conglomerates or professional sports teams.  

Several interns adopted neoliberal values. These interns believed their individual choices 

dictated the consequences of their career outcomes. Participants like Kiera were in a frenzied 

pursuit to pad their resumes with superficial internship experiences to improve their prospects on 

a competitive job market. These participants were motivated, not by a paycheck, but the pursuit 
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of industry exposure or privileged access. Hanna interned as a “nice buffer” to bridge from 

academia to employment, seeking practical experience to earn full-time positions. Some students 

who waited for last-minute, spring semester internships, did not participate in campus media and 

lacked a professional portfolio. Students like Vanessa had “nothing to show for” their skillset 

and were forced to accept any (unpaid) internship position available, which were comprised of 

administrative, exploitative tasks. Participants were motivated to pursue internships as a means 

to diversify their professional portfolio, not only from coursework, but creative work produced at 

the campus newspaper, television station, or student-run PR agency. Internal student-run media, 

however, do not lead to full-time employment and do not equate to industry work samples. As 

such, participants transitioned to industry experiences that may lead to a full-time position, 

supporting Daily’s (2016) conclusion. This chapter highlighted that college academic programs 

and their students risk extinction if they continue to subscribe to the philosophy that internships 

are a bonus, rather than necessary to enhance an individual’s marketability for employment.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

This study has several limitations. An institutional analysis will not offer insights into 

students’ motivations for pursuing internship opportunities. Interviews linked the recruitment 

postings at PR agencies and marketing communication firms and PR News trade publication 

articles to address student’s motivations and goals at the internship site. However, interviews 

with site supervisors would offer the organization’s perspective. This data may complement an 

ethnography of the worksite to provide a rich and contextualized understanding of various 

culture industry occupations and socialization strategies through immersion and participation. 

Here, scholars will benefit from addressing the “burden of authorship” (Murphy, 2008) when 

writing about media cultures and the politics involved in the representation of student laborers. 
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This method may provide a more accurate depiction of the role of governance at the internship 

site, detailed examples of potential exploitative responsibilities, and intern’s motivations as they 

develop and change throughout the internship term. It’s also important to note that not all interns 

are traditional age. Adult learners or “mommy-track” interns who return to school also require 

internships to complete their degree. These student’s experiences will differ from my participants 

who did not have an additional challenge of juggling, in most cases, family obligations and/or 

full-time employment with the required hours and demands of the internship. Study of this 

population could prove fruitful. Among the limits of this study, participants volunteered through 

e-mail solicitation from career center directors or communication faculty. Other participants 

were recruited through snowball sampling. Therefore, this data is not generalizable to the entire 

college student population but is rather illustrative of the kinds of internship experiences of 

culture industry majors. 

In terms of future scholarship, professional trade publications like PR News may 

(mis)portray the industry it serves via articles, job postings, and case studies that claim to focus 

“on our field,” but really serve as content about advertising or marketing industries within a PR 

industry trade. This content can contribute to PR’s ambiguous reputation and blurred public 

perception, particularly within discussions of the PR function within an organization and 

professional practices, as well as positioning PR as a distinct field within the culture industries. 

While young professionals may prepare for the PR field, particularly seeking guidance from 

professionals, PR News, which critics may claim students do not even read, is only one 

publication providing information to future practitioners. Future research could benefit these 

findings by analyzing other trade publications, such as Public Relations Tactics. In addition, 

scholars may expand on internship and socialization literature by examining industry mentoring 
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programs to shed light on issues of diversity and gendered practices. Lastly, PR News can 

consider sponsoring additional research about its trade publication as an academic-professional 

collaboration to provide greater access to content, which may offer scholarly support for their 

claims about the PR profession.  

Recruitment postings contain text that may conceal the true nature of a poor college 

internship experience. Student should decide whether internships requiring 300 hours of unpaid 

labor are worthy professional investments. As noted above, unpaid internships may be beneficial 

to career prospects, particularly upon initial entrée to the culture industries. Interviewees did earn 

real benefits from the experience, regardless of compensation. The job responsibilities are a 

critical subhead to show interns a way out of their own exploitation. This information can aid a 

student’s decision; thus, students should pause to consult faculty advisors when the focus of an 

internship is to “provide support” or administrative duties. These phrases should raise a red flag 

for potential applicants, who will likely perform mundane tasks and not creative assignments that 

aid professional development. After conducting this research, there is amble ancillary evidence 

that students should seek mentors to discuss about prospective careers as soon as high school.  

Several participants had a clear career path as a result of working with high school 

mentors, particularly those involved in media production such as TV and newspapers, which 

allowed students to develop skills and narrow career interests prior to reaching college 

classrooms. Such students were more likely to select internships that lead to more positive future 

employment outcomes. Marie was one example of a student who participated in high school 

media and realized a specific career as a network producer. Other students who lacked agency or 

failed to make autonomous choices about college major delayed their decision to declare a major 

and participate in internships. These students were resigned to generic communication degrees, 
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rather than specifically majoring in PR or associated fields with focused career outcomes, 

because the degree offered broad skillsets to apply for forthcoming internship and employment. 

Students who lacked firm decision-making faced additional hardships, including internships in 

non-related fields like Pearl’s non-profit experience. Internships indeed played a critical role to 

provide industry experience and access to career paths. 

In addition, scholars should consider creative autonomy and the role of social and 

governance structures that impact student’s lived experience as interns. Interns may negotiate 

their professional identities by deflecting notions of corporate governance structures and a lack 

of creativity autonomy as participants in this study lacked originality in creative production and 

were resigned to boilerplate templates. They were not granted complex work but built a portfolio 

on mundane tasks. Students may justify the lack of freedom to apply their skills due to 

supervisor decision-making, bureaucratic practices and commercial considerations.  In essence, 

students may feel unrestricted to express their creativity through assignments, but are confined to 

plugging information into templates. Holt and Lapenta (2010) call for researchers to 

conceptualize autonomy in terms of originality in production of creative products, hierarchical 

division of labor where the “creative precariat” conducts routine tasks and a small number of 

workers are granted a high degree of creative and complex work, and individualism and 

subjectivity of workers in the production of good work, which offers the potential for self-

realization. Banks (2010) makes the case that artists must not be constrained and should be 

granted freedom to complete assignments based on individual preferences, not bureaucratic 

structures that may impede creative expression. This is particularly valid as Hesmondhalgh 

(2015) contends autonomy is a negotiated feature of good work. If intern’s personal brands are 

derived from the freedom to produce content based on individual tastes and preferences, creative 
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autonomy may be deemed an essential characteristic of internship experiences. However, college 

students lack creative autonomy on projects and rely upon management supervision. Basically, 

they do not control the distribution or production of the cultural products created during their 

internship. While it may be a work sample added to one’s professional portfolio, the product is 

owned by the internship site which is particularly troublesome for interns who ghostwrite content 

without byline for their organization.  

Scholars can explore is the countless invisible labor hours conducting research on the 

culture industries to apply for available positions, network with faculty and industry 

professionals, and secure references at unpaid internships positions to gain paid internships that 

lead to meaningful work. Understanding discounted forms of labor is important to understand 

who is valued as a worker and what is valued as work. Participants of this study conducted 

numerous types of invisible labor that lack intrinsic rewards, particularly jobs dismissed if the 

labor is undertaken or stigmatized as pleasurable (Budd, 2016, p. 42). Is there a hypothetical 

“bank of invisible labor hours” students must perform to earn prestigious internships or 

employment? Addressing invisible labor of interns may shift the conversation from unpaid to 

paid compensation as a metric of exploitation to a quantifiable investment of one’s labor time 

that benchmarks non-competitive unpaid positions through paid prestigious agency fellowships.  

Lastly, I’m intrigued by the notion of providing interns with ID cards at internship sites. 

If students are devalued by their status as intern, the symbolic gesture of providing new interns 

with a professional identification card may serve as a symbol of professional competence. An 

experimental study can examine colleague’s perceptions of student workers and whether students 

would be treated differently based being designated an intern or entry-level employee.  
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Informed Consent  

1) First, I wanted to thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. I sent 
you a copy of the informed consent document that provided you with more 
information about my project. Did you have a chance to read it? 
 
2) To make it official, do you agree to participate in this interview? 

 
Professional Experience 
 
3) Tell me a little about yourself: What’s your class year? Junior, Senior? 

 
4) What are you majoring in?  

 
5) When did you decide you wanted to go into PR (major) and what helped you 
make that decision. How did you first learn about public relations? 

 
Current Employer 
 
6) Do you remember when did you first started looking for an internship? How 
many companies did you look at?  

 
7) How did you learn about this internship experience? College fair? Faculty 
advisor? Friend or family member? Internet? 
 
8) Did your major’s department help you to find an internship?  
 
9) What made you apply to that company? Why was it the right fit for you? 
 
10) Did you get any feedback on the internship process? Did you talk to your 
advisor or your campus’s internship coordinator about potential internship sites? 
 
11) Were you required to do an internship to earn your degree? If your major did 
not require an internship, would you have pursued one? 
 
12) What kind of adjustments did you have to make to do the internship? Did it 
effect your sleep or class schedule? 
 
13) Did you work any other jobs while you interned? 
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14) Besides the classes you took, how did you improve your skills for this 
internship? Do you work for the student newspaper, etc.? 
 
15) Do you believe the students with more internships are more employable or 
marketable than students who had fewer or no internship experience? 
 
Orientation and Internship Details 
 
16) Tell me about your first day at work.  
 
17) Did anyone give you advice on how to dress?  
 
18) How did your site supervisor introduce you to co-workers?  
 
19) Did the company have an orientation session for your internship? What kind 
of training did the company give you to explain your assignments? 
 
20) Tell me about your workstation: What was your setup? Where did you do 
your work? Did you work alone or were you assigned to work with a team? 
 
21) How many hours a week did you typically work? Was it paid? 
 
22) I believe some internship experiences reimburse students for housing or 
travel. Did your internship have any benefits like that? 
 
Supervision 
 
23) What were some of the tasks you were assigned during the internship? 
 
24) Was the work challenging? Or, as your internship went on, did your 
responsibilities change? Were you given harder assignments?  
 
25) Tell me about your boss or site supervisor. Who did you primarily work with 
at your internship?  
 
26) How involved was your site supervisor with your work? Did the supervisor 
give you regular feedback on your assignments? 
 
27) Did your supervisor give you any opportunities to offer your opinion on the 
company’s projects?  
 
28) Did you always know what your supervisor expected from you?  
 
29) Were you allowed to work directly with the company’s clients? Or did all 
work funnel through your site supervisor? 
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Results 
 
30) Did you do a lot of writing for your internship? If so: How did you gain 
writing experience in college? 
 
31) Were there any classes that you found particularly helpful in preparing you 
for an internship. Like can you remember any skills or concepts that you learned 
in class that you applied to a task during the internship? 
 
32) Was there a skill set that you wished you had during your internship? If so, 
what? 

33) How can your Communication Department better prepare its students for 
internships? 

34) Think back to the original job description for this internship. Did the 
internship meet the employer’s description of what you’d be doing there? 
 
35) Did you ever feel like you should have never taken that internship?  
 
36) Did you accumulate any debt as a result of taking this internship? 
 
37) Were you ever offered full-time employment with the company? An 
additional internship?  
 
38) After finishing your internship, do you feel like you’re better prepared for 
your future career? Did the internship change your career goals?  
 
39) What was the ultimate goal for taking this internship? What was the goal? Did 
you hope it would lead to a full-time job? 

 
40) Now that you finished your internship and are ready to pursue your career, 
where do you see yourself in 5 years? 10 years down the road? 
 
Wrap-Up Questions 
 
41) Is there anything I missed or that you would like to share regarding your 
internship (what you liked, what you did not like, etc.)? 
 
42) I want to make sure your information is confidential. Is there a pseudonym 
you would prefer me to use for you and your internship site? 
 
43) Is there anyone else that I can talk to?  
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMANT INFORMATION 

 

Intern 
(Pseudonym),  
Academic 
year at time of 
interview 

Internship(s) 
Academic 
Year and 
Semester 

Internship Site  Major/ 
Minors (m) 

Campus 
Activities 

Paid/Unpaid 

Kathryn 
Senior 

Jr-Spring 
 

TV-News 
 

Mass Comm TV Station 
Radio Station 

Unpaid 

Rita 
Graduate 

So-Summer  
Jr-Summer 
Sr-Spring 

TV-News, 
Newspaper, 
TV-News 

Comm Studies TV Station 
Newspaper 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Unpaid 

Michael 
Sophomore 

So-Summer Radio Journalism & 
Electronic Media,  
Theatre (m) 

Radio Station 
Newspaper 
TV Station 

Unpaid  

William 
Graduate 

Sr-Fall Newspaper Comm Studies Newspaper 
TV Station 
PR Agency 

Paid 

Constance 
Junior 

So-Spring 
Jr-Spring 
Jr-Summer 

NFP/Charity, 
Ad Agency, 
Telecom 
Conglomerate  

Advertising Resident 
Assistant 
Admission 
Ambassador 
 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Paid 

Lukas 
Junior 

Jr-Summer NFP/Charity Advertising  None Unpaid 

Yasmine 
Junior 

Fr-Spring 
So-Fall 
Jr-Spring  
Jr-Summer 

Publicist, 
Start-up/Blog, 
Digital Mk 
Agency, 
Adv/PR Agency 

PR, Af. Am. 
History (m), Af. 
Am. Studies (m) 

PR Agency 
Journalists 
Club 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Paid 

Hanna 
Graduate 

Fr- Summer 
So-Summer 
Sr-Summer 

Sports-PR 
Sports-PR 
TV-News 

Journalism,  
PR (m) 

TV Station 
 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Unpaid 
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Sara 
Junior  

So-Summer 
Jr-Spring 
Sr-Summer  

Dig Mk/PR, 
Corporate, 
Telecom  
Conglomerate  

Advertising, 
PR (m) 

PR Agency  Paid 
Paid 
Paid 

Keira 
Junior  

Fr-Winter 
So-Summer 
Jr-Summer 

Magazine 
Conglomerate, 
Media-MK-
Blog, Finance 
Magazine  

Journalism  Newspaper 
Magazine  

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Unpaid 

Pearl 
Graduate 

Jr-Spring 
Jr-Summer 

NFP/Charity, 
NFP/Charity 

Comm Studies TV Station 
Newspaper 
PR 

Unpaid 
Paid 

Vanessa 
Junior 

So-summer 
Jr-Fall 
Jr-Spring 

Radio Station, 
NFP/Charity, 
PR Agency  

Broadcast 
Journalism, 
Theatre (m) 

TV Station 
Newspaper 

Unpaid 
Paid 
Unpaid 

Scarlett 
Junior  

Fr-Spring 
Fr-Summer 
Jr-Spring  
Jr- Summer 

Radio Station, 
Radio Station, 
Government,  
Radio Station 

Journalism  Radio Station 
Journalists 
Club 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Paid 
Paid 

Eloise 
Junior   

HS-Junior 
Fr-Summer 
Jr-Summer  

NFP/Charity, 
Corporate, 
Start-up/Blog 

PR, 
Dance  

None. Unpaid 
Paid 
Unpaid 

Marie 
Graduate  

So-Summer 
Jr-Spring 
Jr-Summer 
Sr-Spring 

Campus-Events,  
Campus-PR,  
TV-local news 
TV-network 
news 

Journalism, 
Media Studies, 
History (m), 
Women’s &  
Gender Studies (m) 

TV station Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Paid 

Ibrahim 
Junior  

Jr-Fall 
Jr-Summer  

TV-local news  
TV-network 
news 

Journalism,  
Spanish, Political 
Science (m) 

TV station 
Radio station 

Paid 
Paid 

Gabrielle 
Junior  

Jr-Fall Sports-local Mass Comm, 
Marketing (m) 

Newspaper 
Yearbook 

Unpaid 

Amira 
Junior  

Jr-Spring Sports-local  Comm studies, 
Athletic Admin & 
Coaching (m),  
New Media (m) 

None. Paid 
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Barbara 
Junior  

Fr-Summer  
So-Summer 
Jr-Fall 
Jr-Summer  

TV-local news 
TV-network 
news 
TV-local news  
TV-network 
news 

Media studies and 
production 
Political science (m) 

TV station Unpaid  
Paid  
Paid  
Paid   
 

Jared 
Junior  

So-Spring 
Jr-Summer  

Corporate  
Adv Agency  

Advertising  Adv club Unpaid 
Unpaid 

Tamara 
Senior  

Sr-Summer Corporate Strategic 
Communication  

PR club Paid 
 

Gavin 
Junior  

Jr-Fall 
Jr-Summer  

Corporate 
Corporate  

Strat Comm, 
Political Science  

None. Unpaid 
Paid 

Isabelle 
Junior  

Fr-Summer 
So-Fall 
So-Summer 
Jr-Spring  

Sales,  
Government, 
Government, 
Government 

Political Science 
Professional Writing 
(m) 

Yearbook Paid 
Unpaid 
Paid 
Unpaid 

Rhonda 
Graduate   

Sr-Spring Adv Agency Comm Studies, 
Creative Writing (m) 

None. Unpaid 

Julie 
Junior  

So-Summer 
Jr-Summer  

Government  
On-Campus-
Web 

Communications, 
Computer Science  

Newspaper  Paid 
Paid 

Vincent 
Junior   

Fr-Summer 
So-Summer  

Sports/Edu, 
Sports-
Association 

Communications,  
Sports Management 

Newspaper 
Radio Station 

Unpaid 
Unpaid 
 

Lily 
Graduate 

Jr-Fall 
Jr-Spring 
Sr-Fall 

TV-Cable Ent 
TV-Cable Ent 
TV-Cable Ent 

Communication, 
Visual Comm, Info 
& Media (m) 

TV station 
Writing 
Center 

Paid 
Paid 
Paid 

Nadia 
Senior  

So-Summer 
So-Summer 
Jr-Spring 

NFP/Charity, 
Start-up/SM, 
Sales 

Comm Studies, Sign 
Language (m) 

None. Unpaid 
Unpaid 
Paid 


