As published Sundays in The Gainesville Sun
November 1, 2009 – Should you go with a Paid or Un-paid Intern?
Q:  I’m thinking of utilizing interns in my business.  What’s the difference between a paid and unpaid internship?

A:  The difference is more than just money.  Unpaid internships are designed to benefit the student and are more akin to training than to working.  The Department of Labor clearly defines unpaid internships and requires they meet several Trainee/Learner criteria in order for an employer to justify not paying a student for their services.   The most important criteria requires that the work activity be mostly beneficial to the student, and not be for the “immediate advantage of the business.”  Essentially, the law prevents employers from taking advantage of free (student) labor that produces no benefit to the student.   

But, you don’t have to design a program your self. Many high schools, colleges and universities already have programs that comply with the criteria, and are eager to place students in real work environments.  These internships commonly offer education credits in exchange for applied experience. It’s a win-win.  Companies benefit by meeting bright students who may become future job applicants and customers; and who bring fresh perspectives and ideas.   And, students benefit from real-life training, school credit, and a stronger resume.  

Caveats:
· Because it’s a requirement, ensure your business has sufficient staff and resources to supervise the student 
· Unpaid interns aren’t on the payroll and are therefore not covered by worker’s comp insurance.  If they get hurt, they won’t be eligible for benefits. 
What about paid internships?  No matter what we call them, paid internships are simply hiring a student into a job. The employer can -and does- benefit directly from the student labor.   As with any other employee, these interns must be paid at least minimum wage; any training benefit the student receives is fortunate but not required.

Deciding which type of internship is best for your business will depend on whether you want to provide experience and training to students, or you actually need workers to perform labor and who just happen to be students.  You decide.

Note:  If hiring minors, beware of special laws restricting hours and prohibiting hazardous occupations like meat packing, slaughtering, demolition and working with explosives. 
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