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Developing an Internship Program 
 
Creating a quality internship position requires some planning and research. These 
brief guidelines provide a step-by-step approach to creating an internship: 
 

1. Organizational Support 
Successful internships begin with the support at the top. Research shows that 
internship supervisors who have executive support create a better quality 
experience for both the employee and the intern. To make a case for the value of 
interns, focus on the goal:  New perspectives and/or energy for the business?  Have 
a new project?  Is this a mentoring/leadership development opportunity for your 
employer?  Support for existing work/projects? Other ideas? 
 

2. Define the Objectives – Employer and student 
Employer – Set an overall goal or objective for the student's work. This objective 
should be detailed and measureable and will help give the student direction 
during the internship.  Student – Ask the student what s/he wants to learn from 
this experience.  Note: Some colleges/universities may require written goals from students 
that are shared with employer – verify with student. 
 

3. Select an Appropriate Internship Supervisor 
Assign a supervisor who is responsible for training and mentoring the intern. The 
best intern supervisor is a proven and clear communicator; committed to 
providing day-to-day guidance; and is committed to teaching/learning through 
others, about your business  
 

4. Compensation and Legal Requirements 
The exact salary and benefits you pay student interns are determined by you and 
the student. Paid or unpaid? If you do select to host unpaid interns, it is important 
to be providing a substantial educational experience and be aware of legal 
standards under the Department of Labor’s Fair Labor Standards Act.  For more 
information, review the attached document. 
 

5. Creating the Job Description 
Write a job description including the duties and responsibilities, qualifications, 
hours worked, and other minimum requirements.  Most college interns work a 
minimum of 8 hours/week up to 40.  Check with the college/university about this 
requirement. 
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Fact Sheet #71:  Internship Programs Under The Fair Labor Standards Act 
 
This fact sheet provides general information to help determine whether interns must be paid the minimum wage 
and overtime under the Fair Labor Standards Act for the services that they provide to “for-profit” private sector 
employers. 
 
Background 
The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) defines the term “employ” very broadly as including to “suffer or permit 
to work.”  Covered and non-exempt individuals who are “suffered or permitted” to work must be compensated 
under the law for the services they perform for an employer.  Internships in the “for-profit” private sector will 
most often be viewed as employment, unless the test described below relating to trainees is met.  Interns in the 
“for-profit” private sector who qualify as employees rather than trainees typically must be paid at least the 
minimum wage and overtime compensation for hours worked over forty in a workweek. 
 
The Test For Unpaid Interns 
There are some circumstances under which individuals who participate in “for-profit” private sector internships 
or training programs may do so without compensation.  The Supreme Court has held that the term "suffer or 
permit to work" cannot be interpreted so as to make a person whose work serves only his or her own interest an 
employee of another who provides aid or instruction.  This may apply to interns who receive training for their 
own educational benefit if the training meets certain criteria.  The determination of whether an internship or 
training program meets this exclusion depends upon all of the facts and circumstances of each such program. 
 
The following six criteria must be applied when making this determination:  
 

1. The internship, even though it includes actual operation of the facilities of the employer, is similar to 

training which would be given in an educational environment; 

2. The internship experience is for the benefit of the intern;  

3. The intern does not displace regular employees, but works under close supervision of existing staff; 

4. The employer that provides the training derives no immediate advantage from the activities of the intern; 

and on occasion its operations may actually be impeded;  

5. The intern is not necessarily entitled to a job at the conclusion of the internship; and  

6. The employer and the intern understand that the intern is not entitled to wages for the time spent in the 

internship. 

 
If all of the factors listed above are met, an employment relationship does not exist under the FLSA, and the 
Act’s minimum wage and overtime provisions do not apply to the intern.  This exclusion from the definition of 
employment is necessarily quite narrow because the FLSA’s definition of “employ” is very broad.  Some of the 
most commonly discussed factors for “for-profit” private sector internship programs are considered below.  
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Similar To An Education Environment And The Primary Beneficiary Of The Activity 
In general, the more an internship program is structured around a classroom or academic experience as opposed 
to the employer’s actual operations, the more likely the internship will be viewed as an extension of the 
individual’s educational experience (this often occurs where a college or university exercises oversight over the 
internship program and provides educational credit).  The more the internship provides the individual with skills 
that can be used in multiple employment settings, as opposed to skills particular to one employer’s operation, 
the more likely the intern would be viewed as receiving training.  Under these circumstances the intern does not 
perform the routine work of the business on a regular and recurring basis, and the business is not dependent 
upon the work of the intern.  On the other hand, if the interns are engaged in the operations of the employer or 
are performing productive work (for example, filing, performing other clerical work, or assisting customers), 
then the fact that they may be receiving some benefits in the form of a new skill or improved work habits will 
not exclude them from the FLSA’s minimum wage and overtime requirements because the employer benefits 
from the interns’ work.  
 
Displacement And Supervision Issues 
If an employer uses interns as substitutes for regular workers or to augment its existing workforce during 
specific time periods, these interns should be paid at least the minimum wage and overtime compensation for 
hours worked over forty in a workweek.  If the employer would have hired additional employees or required 
existing staff to work additional hours had the interns not performed the work, then the interns will be viewed as 
employees and entitled compensation under the FLSA.  Conversely, if the employer is providing job shadowing 
opportunities that allow an intern to learn certain functions under the close and constant supervision of regular 
employees, but the intern performs no or minimal work, the activity is more likely to be viewed as a bona fide 
education experience.  On the other hand, if the intern receives the same level of supervision as the employer’s 
regular workforce, this would suggest an employment relationship, rather than training. 
 
Job Entitlement 
The internship should be of a fixed duration, established prior to the outset of the internship.  Further, unpaid 
internships generally should not be used by the employer as a trial period for individuals seeking employment at 
the conclusion of the internship period.  If an intern is placed with the employer for a trial period with the 
expectation that he or she will then be hired on a permanent basis, that individual generally would be considered 
an employee under the FLSA.  
 
Where to Obtain Additional Information 
This publication is for general information and is not to be considered in the same light as official statements of 
position contained in the regulations. 
 
For additional information, visit our Wage and Hour Division Website: http://www.wagehour.dol.gov 
and/or call our toll-free information and helpline, available 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. in your time zone, 1-866-
4USWAGE (1-866-487-9243). 
 
U.S. Department of Labor 
Frances Perkins Building 
200 Constitution Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20210 

1-866-4-USWAGE
 TTY: 1-866-487-9243

Contact Us

 
                                                 
 The FLSA makes a special exception under certain circumstances for individuals who volunteer to perform services for a state or 
local government agency and for individuals who volunteer for humanitarian purposes for private non-profit food banks.   WHD also 
recognizes an exception for individuals who volunteer their time, freely and without anticipation of compensation for religious, 
charitable, civic, or humanitarian purposes to non-profit organizations.  Unpaid internships in the public sector and for non-profit 
charitable organizations, where the intern volunteers without expectation of compensation, are generally permissible.  WHD is 
reviewing the need for additional guidance on internships in the public and non-profit sectors. 

http://www.dol.gov/whd/
http://www.dol.gov/whd/contact_us.htm
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Coe College-Career Services 
Diana Rae Patten  
Michelle McIllece 
1220 First Avenue NE 
Cedar Rapids IA  52402 USA 
319.399.8844 
dpatten@coe.edu 
mmcillec@coe.edu  
www.coe.edu/careerservices  
 
Cornell College-Career Engagement Center 
RJ Holmes-Leopold '99 
600 First St SW, Box 1650 
Mount Vernon, Iowa 52314 
(319) 895-4574 
rholmes-leopold@cornellcollege.edu 
www.cornellcollege.edu/career-engagement 
 
Kaplan University-Career Services  
Cindy Deahl 
3165 Edgewood Parkway S.W. 
Cedar Rapids, IA  52404 
319-363-0481 
cdeahl@kaplan.edu  
www.cedar rapids.kaplanuniversity.edu 
 
Kirkwood Community College 
Career Services 
Danielle Ebaugh 
6301 Kirkwood Blvd. SW 
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404 
(319)398-5689 
Danielle.ebaugh@kirkwood.edu 
www.kirkwood.edu/careerservices 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mount Mercy University-Career Services 
Cheryl Redd 
1330 Elmhurst Drive NE 
Cedar Rapids, IA  52402 
319.368.6463 
credd@mtmercy.edu  
www.mtmercy.edu/careerclicks 
 
The University of Iowa 
Pomerantz Career Center   
Crystal Stockdale 
100 Pomerantz Center Ste. C310 
Iowa City, Iowa 52242-7700 
319.335.1023 
crystal-v-stockdale@uiowa.edu 
www.careers.uiowa.edu  
www.hireahawk.com  
 
Economic Development Partners 
 
Cedar Rapids Metro Economic Alliance  
DeMaris McKee 
424 First Avenue NE  
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401 
319/730.1417  
dmckee@cedarrapids.org  
cedarrapids.org 
 
Iowa City Area Development Group 
DaLayne Williamson 
316 E Court Street 
Iowa City IA 52240 USA 
319.354.3939 
dwilliamson@icadgroup.com 
www.icadgroup.com  
www.pickyourpace.com 
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