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 INTERNS

What’s the best way to turn an intern 
into a potential employee?

Rby VIRGINIA MILLEN

A HELPING HAND

While interning in the legal, finance, science and creative industries is 
commonplace, there have been fewer opportunities available to students 

studying human resources. PeopleCorp, an agency which specialises 
in recruiting HR professionals, was regularly told by HR directors that 

there was a noticeable disconnect between the theory students learnt at 
university and the skills newly hired graduates generally demonstrated 

when employed to work in the HR profession. 
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P eopleCorp’s director Tim Henry and 
his team decided to help bridge that 
gap by facilitating an internship 
program. The company partnered 

with the University of New South Wales to 
select high-performing students, creating 
a pool of young and enthusiastic talent 
who could be called upon when companies 
needed an extra pair of hands in the HR team.

“There was, and still is, a huge amount of 
interest from clients,” says Henry. “We’ve 
been able to meet supply and demand in 
that when a client tells us they have a piece 
of work an intern can help out on, we are 
able to introduce them to three or four 
candidates who they can meet and interview 
and we go from there.” PeopleCorp’s 
strategy contradicts the commonly held 
view that internships are beneficial only 
to the students who undertake them. The 
recruitment agency has rightly identified 
the contribution a short-term placement 
can make to a business during busy periods.  
“Businesses are able to get somebody who 
knows the profession and topic well, even if 
it is in theory only, as opposed to a temp,” 
says Henry. “And invariably that person is  
a lot better value than a temp would be.”

Henry says taking on an intern also gives 
businesses a chance to see a potential future 
employee in action for a short period of time. 
“They have an opportunity in what is a hugely 
competitive market to see one of the potential 
leaders of the future in action on a trial basis, 
for a couple of days a week for three months,” 
he says. “And if it doesn’t work out, there’s no 
harm done, but if it does, they have a very quick 
route to hiring a graduate in six to 12 months.”

When chemical and pharmaceutical 
company Bayer moved to a more centralised 
HR structure two years ago, the HR team 
realised there were some projects that would, 
at times, be under-resourced. Head of HR 
Australia and New Zealand Isadore Payne 
says taking on interns is a cost-effective way 
to bulk up staff during busy periods.

“But it’s also a way to help our young, 
upcoming stars get into the market because 
it’s quite difficult to break into the industry,” 
says Payne.

Of course, students get substantial benefits 
from interning, too. Practical experience and a 
good reference are what help a graduate stand 
out among a sea of applications, says Henry. 

“I know as a recruiter that it can be hard 
to differentiate between students with great 
academic records,” says Henry. “Any practical 
experience you can get with an employer, 
especially if you’re working in an HR function, 
will immediately put you higher up the list  
of possible people to interview for your first  
HR job.”

Foxtel began participating in PeopleCorp’s 
internship program late last year, taking 
on Melissa Platten, who is studying human 
resources through Open Colleges. People 
and culture business partner Jo Cullen says 
the opportunity to observe a potential new 
hire, and the chance to support a soon-to-be 
graduate get a foot in the door were some of 
the reasons she decided to bring in Platten.

But having an intern also gave Cullen’s 
more junior employees the opportunity to 
mentor and train somebody new. 

“Our coordinator and our people and 
culture consultant got to teach someone the 
ropes and have that experience of coaching 
and teaching someone the various aspects of 
our business,” says Cullen.

To get the most out of the intern, and to give 
the most back, Henry says it’s important to 
structure the workload as much as possible 
for the duration of the internship. “What 
we’ve suggested to clients is that the work be 
divided into three parts,” he says. “A third 
being quite project based, a third is more 
generic HR admin, and then another third is 
listening, learning, sitting in on meetings and 
understanding how an HR function works.”  

To ensure interns are offered meaningful 
work at Bayer, Payne pairs them with a 
“buddy” and an HR manager they report to, 
and clearly outlines the project and what is 
expected throughout the internship. “We 
want to define outputs. And it’s wonderful 
to see how they rise to the challenge and 
blow your mind sometimes because they are 

skilled and talented and eager to deliver,” 
says Payne.

Monash University also runs internship 
programs or “work-integrated learning” 
across a number of its faculties, where 
placements are organised with Australian 
and international companies. Professor Greg 
Bamber, from the university’s Business and 
Economics Department of Management 
agrees that an internship should be carefully 
designed. “I have heard of excellent examples 
of internships which offer, for example, a very 
serious program to the students, rotating 
them in different aspects of the workplace 
and where there’s a strategic approach to 
providing them with good experience and 
appropriate remuneration,” he says. 

Payment can be an area of contention when 
it comes to internships, although it shouldn’t 
be. Under the Fair Work Act 2009, unless it is 
a “vocational placement” a person is entitled 
to the minimum wage and other entitlements 
outlined in the National Employment 
Standards. Professor Bamber warns that 
in some cases interns can be exploited by 
opportunistic companies. “Internships are 
very valuable at their best. At their worst 
they’re terrible,” he says. “I would like to 
see more universities and other educational 
institutions working closely with employers 
to try and set up valuable and structured 
internships for students. This is going to 
help improve our profession as well as help 
students on their way.”

Before she changed career course to 
study human resources, Melissa Platten 
had undertaken internships in the fashion 
industry. These were unpaid, and consisted to 
some extent of fetching coffee for employees 
and answering their phones. Despite those 
earlier experiences, Platten wanted the 
opportunity to intern in the HR industry to 
increase her experience and build her CV.

Her experience of interning for Foxtel 
completely exceeded her expectations. 

“I had my own email address, deadlines to 
meet and a workload to manage. It was the 
life of a real employee, not just a temporary 
position,” she says. It’s been the best thing 
I’ve done, for myself and for my career. 
Hopefully others will roll up their sleeves 
and give it a chance. You never know who 
these interns could turn out to be, given the 
opportunity.” HRm

“INTERNSHIPS ARE 
VERY VALUABLE 
AT THEIR BEST. 
AT THEIR WORST 
THEY’RE TERRIBLE.” 

PROFESSOR GREG BAMBER,  
MONASH UNIVERSITY


