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Purpose: At present, one of the most important challenges faced by employers is to find,
employ and retain talents. Attracting the best interns can be the way of creating the company’s
brand as an attractive employer for Generation Z. The management of an internship programme
with good preparation can strengthen the employer’s brand from the close supervision of
engaged mentors and managers. The aim of the research is to identify the impact of the
assessment of the internships carried out by students on their perception of the employer brand.
Design/methodology/approach: The survey has been conducted in Poland in the period 2019-
2021 among 789 full-time students in different fields of study. The paper presents a quantitative
analysis of the obtained data in the cross-section of the respondent's study level (bachelor’s and
master’s). The theoretical part of the article explained the essence of employer branding in
a contemporary organisation and the meaning of internships as an employer branding tool for
Generation Z.

Findings: The answers of respondents reveal that the overall assessment of the internship
affects their willingness to work at the given company and to recommend the company to
others. The experiences gained during the internship, mentors involvement, and the way the
internships are prepared and carried out by the company, have an impact on the assessment of
the employer brand and influence the decision of Generation Z to participate in recruitment
processes in this company as well as the selection of this employer as the future workplace.
Research limitations/implications: The size of the surveyed group does not allow for the
formulation of general conclusions. However, the obtained results may be the basis for further
in-depth studies on the problem. Similar research could be conducted to establish the opinion
of employers and university representatives with a broader consideration of other variables.
Practical implications: The conclusions of the study will deliver the enterprises valuable
information about the importance of internships for the acquisition and retention of future
employees from Generation Z, and building the employer brand in the labour market.
Originality/value: The obtained results allowed to fill the research gap concerning the
perception of the representatives of Generation Z regarding the student internships in the
context of the assessment of employer brand.
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1. Introduction

Building a brand of the employer is a strategy, which by an increasing number of
organisations is perceived as an important area of development under conditions of strong
competition (Wilden et al., 2010). Modern companies largely owe their position on the market
to highly qualified employees. At present, one of the most important challenges faced by
employers is to find, employ and retain talents, i.e. people with the highest competences and
potential. Achieving this goal involves conscious employer branding on the labour market.

Undertaking such activities is particularly important for students starting their professional
careers, i.e. those representing Generation Z. Most commonly, they gain their first experiences
by doing an internship, the scope of which depends on the curricula and the conditions of
cooperation between the university and the organisation (Slaidins et al., 2017). The main goal
of such an internship is to increase the knowledge and develop practical skills in a real work
environment, as workplace learning is considered to be one of the most effective forms of
competence development among young people (Forssberg et al., 2021).

Assessment of the employer branding of a given enterprise may be directly connected to the
level of the students' satisfaction with the completed internship. For this reason, each company
should focus on the professional preparation of the internship program to ensure valuable
candidates, for whom it will become the first choice employer (Rampl, 2014; Bellou et al.,
2015).

2. Employer Branding in a Contemporary Organisation

The concept of employer branding (EB) was first defined by T. Ambler and S. Barrow
(Ambler and Barrow, 1996). They viewed EB as “the functional, economic and psychological
benefits that are provided by employment, and identified with the employing company”.
Employer branding is currently understood as the sum of a company’s efforts to communicate
to existing and prospective staff that it is a desirable place to work (Tavassoli, 2008). It is also
seen as the company’s long-term strategy aimed to identify, recruit and retain the most talented
and valuable employees (Dogl and Holtbrugge, 2014; Saini and Jawahar, 2019; Davies et al.,
2018). Thus, the concept of employer branding encompasses all the efforts of the organization
aimed at existing and potential employees, which purpose is to create an attractive image of the
employer and support their strategic business goals (Bellou et al., 2015).

The employer’s branding efforts are divided into activities directed internally and externally

in the company, depending on the employee group they are targeted at (Sengupta et al., 2015):
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e internal — covering efforts addressed at existing employees and aimed primarily at
creating a friendly working environment, ensuring the possibility of employee
development, and building organizational engagement,

e external —covering efforts undertaken outside of the company and addressed to potential
employees, and seeking to build the employer image to be seen as attractive.

It is of great importance that these two directions of impact are mutually consistent.
Employer branding is therefore aimed at creating the best job of the employer in the eyes of
both current and potential employees. Thanks to it, it is possible not only to attract talents but
also to retain them and increase their job satisfaction. Miles and Mangold (2004) drew attention
to an important aspect of employer branding which assumed that working in a specific company
is a special commodity that, just like everyone else, needs to be skillfully sold using external
communication.

The brand of the company as an employer is understood as the company’s image formed in
the awareness of its current and future employees based on their personal experience or
information that has reached the potential members of the organization, the source of which are
both people who create the organization as well as all types of mass media. This definition
emphasizes the importance of the opinions and experiences of different people who refer to
many sources of data currently coming primarily from the Internet in the process of creating
the organization’s image (Grzesiuk and Wawer, 2018). Attracting the best candidates
successfully can be achieved by creating the company’s image as an attractive employer and
combining the right personnel strategy and a strategy for the company’s communication with
its environment.

The brand of the employer is an important message that influences the acquisition of
candidates who will later support the entrepreneurship culture and desirable values in their
future work. It provides the company with visibility among potential employees and helps the
company become the employer of choice among top talent candidates (Chunping and Xi, 2011).
The name "employer of choice" is most often given to organizations where current and potential
employees perceive the work environment as particularly attractive for the development of their
careers.

Research confirms that companies that undertake efforts to establish their brand as
a positive one are seen by candidates as a first-choice employer brand (Rampl, 2014). This term
signifies that an enterprise has a strong and recognized brand and offers a possibility of first-
rate employment (Ghadeer et al., 2016). The company becomes a trusted enterprise that
employees can be proud of, and whose management team cares about the individual needs of
its employees facilitating their professional and personal development, ensuring cooperation
with the supervisor listening to the expectations of subordinates. Thus, employer branding can
be considered an important factor not only in the implementation of the personnel strategy but
also as a condition for the success of the entire organization and an important indicator of the

company's value.
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3. Generation Z Internships as an Employer Branding Tool

Generation Z is currently at the stage of education as students and beginning professional
careers (Goh and Okumus, 2020), becoming of interest to the labour market. Based on the
literature review, the author assumed that Generation Z includes individuals born after 1995
(Lut, 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2019). It is estimated that Generation Z already makes up 24% of
the global workforce, and that proportion is only going to grow in the coming years (Fuscaldo,
2020).

Generation Z has been called many names, e.g. “Sharing Generation”, “All Technology All
Time” Generation, and “Born Digital” (College, 2020). People from Generation Z are often
referred to as "digital natives", as they have had access to the Internet, mobile networks,
and mobile systems 24/7 from their earliest years. In the specific context, the generation has
become perfect at collecting and comparing information from various sources and integrating
virtual and offline experiences.

Candidates from Generation Z are generally perceived as expecting a career with a fast
progression to higher positions and impatiently awaiting promotions (Goh and Okumus, 2020).
According to Goh and Lee (2018), Generation Z demonstrates a stronger tendency towards
a positive approach (i.e., being people-engaged, interesting, fulfilling, and equipped with travel
opportunities) than negative attitudes (e.g., having challenges in dealing with people,
and language proficiency).

Surveys carried out by McKinsey show four main types of behaviour of Generation Z,
all related to searching for truth. Therefore, it is possible to state that Generation Z is the
"True Gen” (Francis and Hoefel, 2018). Young people from Generation Z appreciate individual
expression and avoid stereotypical statements. They are convinced that dialogue is important
for conflict solving and for making the world a better place. They make decisions and approach
organisations in a highly analytical and pragmatic way. In consequence, from the perspective
of candidates and employees from Generation Z, all activities of companies should be based on
truth and be directly connected with the organisation's ethics, especially in the area of work
ethics (Francis and Hoefel, 2018). Similar research results are presented in the Deloitte report,
which emphasises that employees from Generation Z seek a transparent organisational culture
and corresponding transparency from their leaders (O’Boyle et al., 2022). They also expect
open conversations around business strategy and decisions. This approach is reflected in the
expectations of Generation Z regarding taking up professional activity in organisations.

The global competitiveness of organisations depends on the ability to hire well-educated
and experienced employees who can develop new innovative products and services.
Unfortunately, for a university graduate, it takes time to become an experienced employee,
because higher education is based on academic traditions providing mainly a theoretical

background (Slaidins et al., 2017). This means that academic teaching must be closely linked
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to the needs of the economy. Companies can offer internship opportunities for students and
universities can introduce internships in their curricula. It is essential to establish information
exchange between higher education organisation and businesses to find innovative solutions for
efficient collaboration.

It is very important to investigate changing demands of the labour market regarding
workforce knowledge and skills, match educational provision with these requirements, and take
into account the diverse interests of students. It is, therefore, crucial to develop a model of
education that closely links formal education with internship education, facilitating graduates
entering the labour market, which in turn leads to a reduction of high unemployment among
university graduates (Landrat et al., 2019). One of the forms of shaping students' practical skills
is the introduction of student internships, during which the student will have the opportunity to
learn in the workplace and use the knowledge gained during their studies.

The results of the literature research confirm that the students participating in the internships
positively assessed the shaping of work readiness. They knew what it was expected by
employers from them to do at work. They were able to effectively apply basic academic skills,
high-order skills, and professional skills required by employers on the job (Kapareliotis et al.,
2019). It should be emphasised that the measure of success of such activities is a high level of
students' satisfaction with their internship. For this reason, organisations should pay great
attention to appointing the right work supervisors who can assign appropriate tasks to interns,
provide clear guidance, and facilitate social interaction between interns and other people
(To and Lung, 2020).

The management of an internship programme with good preparation can strengthen the
employer’s brand from close supervision of engaged managers. Employment planning should
also include a process for high-performing interns to convert to regular employment.
An outstanding internship program will hire motivated and talented students who feel embraced
by the organization and empowered by their managers to make a positive difference in their
roles. And these successful interns will spread positive messages back to their peers and help
to enhance the company's brand (Griffitts, 2016).

4. Methods

The conducted research aimed to identify the impact of the assessment of the internships
carried out by students on their perception of the employer brand.

The main research question is as follows: can the way of preparing and carrying out student
internships by an enterprise be a tool for assessment the employer brand? Four detailed research

questions have been formulated in the study:
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1. Do the students take into account the brand of the potential employer on the labour
market when considering the selection of a given company as a place for their
professional internship?

2. Do the professional competences and experience acquired by students during the
internship have an impact on the assessment of the employer brand?

3. Does the way the internship is organised have an impact on the assessment of the
employer brand?

4. Is the opinion on the carried out professional internship a basis for recommending
a company to other students as a valuable employer and the willingness to work at it in
the future?

The following two hypotheses have been defined:

H1: Ensuring professional development by the company during the student internships has

an impact on the assessment of the employer brand.

H2: The organisational aspects of internships have an impact on the assessment of the

employer brand.

To achieve the research goal, the author developed a questionnaire consisting of eleventh
closed-ended questions. Five of them concerned the first hypothesis, and the next six ones —
the second hypothesis.

The first question verified whether the students considered the brand of the potential
employer when choosing the place of their internship. The answers to the following three
questions expressed the opinions of the respondents on acquiring knowledge, skills, and social
competences during the internship. The question as to whether the professional experiences
gained during the internship have an impact on the opinion about the employer brand was
a summary of the considerations concerning the first research hypothesis. In the next four
questions, the respondents answered whether the working conditions, the mentor attitude and
engagement, the attitude and engagement of co-workers, and the duties performed during the
internship affect the assessment of the company brand. The next question has been defined to
diagnose whether the attitude of the company towards interns has an impact on their assessment
of the employer brand. The purpose of the last question was to assess whether the general
opinion on the completed internship was the basis for recommending the organisation to other
people as a valuable employer and the willingness to work at it in the future.

The 5-point Likert scale has been applied in the questionnaire, used for measuring attitudes
in social sciences. Answers have been given on scale: definitely yes, somewhat yes, neither yes
nor no, somewhat no, definitely no. The section with detailed information about respondents
contained questions about the level of study, the field of study, gender, and job seniority.

In the period 2019-2021, emails with a link to the online questionnaire have been sent to
over 1960 students of universities located in Poland. The data were collected with the use of
Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI), a technique suitable for the respondent group
characterised by very high computer literacy. A total of 818 responses to this study have been
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received. To ensure the quality of data, all respondents' entries have been carefully scrutinized
and verified to ensure that the study includes only fully completed questionnaires. These ones
which did not contain answers to each question have been excluded. For further analysis,
789 questionnaires have been accepted.

The survey has been conducted among students of bachelor’s (59%) and master’s studies
(41%) in different fields of study, i.e. natural sciences (26%), strict sciences (31%), and human
sciences (43%). 58% of them were women and 42% were men, 19% of surveyed had the job
seniority. All respondents were full-time students. The paper presents a quantitative analysis of
the obtained data in the cross-section of the respondent's study level (bachelor’s and master’s)
because this variable differentiated the responses of the investigated group of students to the

greatest extent.

5. Results

The first question in the research questionnaire was as follows: When considering the choice
of a given enterprise as the potential internship place, did you take its brand in the labour market

into account? The detailed results have been presented in Table 1.

Table 1.
Consideration of employer brand when choosing the internship place (%)
Level of studies Definitely yes | Somewhat yes Nellltol;e:;gfes Somewhat no | Definitely no
Bachelor 21 24 18 31 6
Master 38 27 16 15 4

Source: Own elaboration.

Analysis of the total results for all students revealed that more than half of them
(55%) confirmed the consideration of the employer brand when looking for a place of
internship, 17% had no opinion, while 28% of the respondents answered negatively.
The cumulative values of the positive answers (definitely yes and somewhat yes) — according
to the level of education — were determined at 45% for the bachelor's degree students and 65%
for the master's students. The above results indicate that for approximately half of the students,
the employer brand is important when looking for a potential internship place; however,
it is most important for the respondents who are closer to completing their academic education
and starting their job search. It is also noteworthy that the cumulative values of the negative
responses (somewhat no and definitely no) are relatively high in both groups, amounting to
37% for the bachelor's degree students and 19% for the master's students. This means that many
students looking for a place to take their internship do not pay attention to the brand of the

company; however, this conclusion applies less to people studying at the master's level.
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For a large part of the respondents, the analysis of the employer brand is important not only
in the context of searching for an internship placement but also from the point of view of the
duties assigned to students during the internship and achieved results. The answers to the
following three questions expressed the opinions of the respondents on the impact of acquired
knowledge, skills, and social competences during the internship on the assessment of the

employer brand (Table 2).

Table 2.
The impact of acquired knowledge, skills, and social competences during the internship
on the assessment of the employer brand (%)

Level of studies Type of Definitely | Somewhat Neither Somewhat | Definitely
competences yes yes yes nor no no no
Knowledge 66 34 0 0 0
Bachelor Skills 52 40 8 0 0
Social competences 49 40 11 0 0
Knowledge 43 39 18 0 0
Master Skills 78 22 0 0 0
Social competences 62 21 17 0 0

Source: Own elaboration.

The comparison of the answers of the respondents shows some differences in their opinions.
For students at the bachelor’s level, the acquired knowledge is the factor that has the biggest
impact on the assessment of the employer brand (66%), whereas for master’s level students —
skills (78%). This is probably because the master’s students have already knowledge gained in
the course of education or internships at the bachelor's level.

The last question in this part of the questionnaire summarised the considerations of the first
research hypothesis and was as follows: do the professional experiences gained during the
internship affect the assessment of the company brand? The answers of the respondents have

been presented in Table 3.

Table 3.
The impact of professional experiences gained during the internship on the assessment of the company
brand (%)

Level of studies | Definitely yes | Somewhat yes Nellltol;e;ges Somewhat no Definitely no
Bachelor 64 25 11 0 0
Master 76 34 0 0 0

Source: Own elaboration.

The obtained survey data confirm that experiences gained during the internship have
an impact on the assessment of the employer brand. This opinion has been expressed by both
the bachelor's (64%) and master's students (76%).

All results presented in the above tables allow one to state that the first research hypothesis

has been positively verified.
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The following six questions were aimed at verifying the second research hypothesis.
The first four ones concerned the organisational aspects of the internship, i.e. the impact of the
way it was organised by the company on the assessment of the employer brand by the students.
In this regard, the analysis of the questionnaire concerned the respondents' answers to the
following questions:

e Do the working conditions, i.e. an appropriate work station, the necessary conditions
for the internship, and a properly organised course of the internship, have an impact on
the assessment of the company brand?

e Do the mentor’s attitude and engagement affect the assessment of the company brand?

e Do the attitude and engagement of co-workers, with whom the student cooperated
during the internship, affect the assessment of the company brand?

e Do the duties performed during the internship have an impact on the assessment of the
company brand?

The detailed results have been presented in Table 4.

Table 4.
Impact of the method of organising the internship on the assessment of the employer brand (%)
Level of Organisation of the Definitely | Somewhat Neither Somewhat | Definitely
studies internship yes yes yes nor no no no
working conditions 81 19 0 0 0
R R R B B
Bachelor >
co-workers’ attitude and 66 30 ) ) 0
engagement
appropriate duties 51 34 11 4 0
working conditions 76 14 10 0 0
o N N R B
Master co-workers’ attitude and
89 11 0
engagement
appropriate duties 93 7 0

Source: Own elaboration.

The obtained results indicate that the bachelor's and master's level students differ in their
opinion on the impact of organisational factors on the assessment of the employer brand.
For the bachelor's students, the most important aspects are the mentor attitude and engagement
(92%), and working conditions (81%). In contrast, these two areas are less important for the
master's students (77% and 76%, respectively). For these students, the most important aspects
are the appropriate duties (93%) and co-workers’ attitude and engagement (89%). This confirms
the big impact of the way an internship is organised by a company on the assessment of the
employer brand.

The next question aimed at investigating the opinions of students on whether the attitude of
the company towards interns affects its brand. The detailed results have been presented in
Table 5.
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Table S.
The impact of the company’s attitude towards interns on employer brand (%)
Level of studies | Definitely yes | Somewhat yes Nellltol;e;ges Somewhat no Definitely no
Bachelor 65 22 10 3 0
Master 67 30 3 0 0

Source: Own elaboration.

The results of the survey show that students from both groups confirm that the appropriate
attitude of the company towards interns affects their assessment of the employer brand.
The definitely yes answer has been given by 65% of the bachelor's level respondents and 67%
of the master's level students. The bachelor's students gave more neutral and negative answers
(13%) compared to the master's level respondents (3%).

The research results presented in Table 4 and Table 5 allow one to confirm the second
hypothesis that the organisational aspects of student internships have an impact on the
assessment of the employer brand.

Additionally, in the frame of undertaken research, the surveyed have been asked about
whether their general opinion on the completed internship is the basis for recommending the
company to other people as a valuable employer and affects the willingness to take up
employment there in the future. The answers to this question will deliver the company valuable
information about the importance of internships for the acquisition of future employees from

Generation Z. The detailed results have been presented in Table 6.

Table 6.
Impact of the overall assessment of the internship on the recommendation of the company to others
and the willingness to work there in the future (%)

Level of Definitely Somewhat | Neither yes | Somewhat | Definitely
. Results
studies yes yes nor no no no
Bachelor recommendation 53 38 9 0 0
employment 59 38 3 0 0
Master recommendation 73 26 1 0 0
employment 79 20 1 0 0

Source: Own elaboration.

The answers of respondents reveal that the overall assessment of the internship affects their
willingness to work at the given company in the future and to recommend the company to
others.

This phenomenon is observed more evident among individuals with master-level studies.
Both in the context of recommendations (73%) and employment (79%), the share of the
definitely yes answers is 20% higher among the master's level respondents than among the
bachelor's level students (53% and 59%, respectively). This is probably because master's level
students are more focused on thinking about finding a job.
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6. Discussion

The internship program is beneficial for both interns and host organizations (Ismail, 2018).
Two main categories of advantages that result from organizing internships for students, namely:
advantages related to efficiency, increasing the quality of future human resources training;
advantages related to image, increasing the visibility of companies providing internships for
students (Cojocariu et al., 2019). The results of the survey show that students confirm that the
appropriate attitude of the company towards interns affects their assessment of the employer
brand.

According to Cojocariu et al, employers are conscious importance of the proper
organization of student internships (e.g. working conditions, appropriate duties). In their view,
this attitude creates opportunities to build, and enhance the prestige, and image of the
organization (Cojocariu et al., 2019). In this respect, the expectations of the students are in line
with the employers' strategy.

The obtained results in this study especially underline the role of the mentors in the
internship implementation process. According to the survey of students, the involvement of
a mentor is very important for the assessment of employer image. This view is confirmed by
studies conducted by Thessin et al. Interns and mentors should first establish the partnership,
then cultivate the mentoring relationship, and finally engage in learning through the leadership
experience. The establishment of trust is a key component of the development of the intern and
mentor partnership in organisation (Thessin et al., 2018). This requires selecting internship
mentors who have available time and competences to develop young talent. Without this
involvement, needed feedback and coaching will not be provided. The lack of support,
also from co-workers, risks that any work and academic goals of the internship will not be
achieved by the student and organization (Maertz et al., 2014).

Analysing students' assessment of internships, it can be noticed that they perceive them as
a vital starting point for their careers (Ciolan et al., 2020). The obtained results confirm that the
possibility of acquiring knowledge, skills, and social competences by the students significantly
influences their assessment of the employer's image on the job market.

The conducted research also indicates that master’s students have greater expectations
regarding the obtained benefits, in particular in terms of professional skills gained during the
internships than bachelor’s students. According to Fachelli & Toboso, older students have more
success during their internships than younger students, Additionally, the young graduates with
lower ICT skills have less success in internships than graduates with more advanced and expert
skills, gained through longer academic education. According to these authors, there is also
a relation between the field of study and having more or less success in the internships. Those

university students who study in the fields of social science, economics, management, legal
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science, engineering, architecture, and health science, have a greater probability of doing
a successful internship than students from arts or humanities (Fachelli & Toboso, 2021).
According to Ciolan et al., (2020) motivation for studying is one of the key factors in
increasing the extent to which students involve themselves in internship activities.
An internship is also a valuable learning experience and earns its place in the curriculum (Bolli
et al., 2021). It is desirable, that it was realised in the organization perceived as an employer

with a positive image.

7. Summary

The conducted research aimed to identify the impact of the assessment of the internships
carried out by students on their perception of the employer brand.

Based on obtained results it can be stated that the way the internships are prepared and
carried out by the company is important for the assessment of the employer brand and
influences the decision of Generation Z to participate in recruitment processes in this company
as well as the selection of this employer as the future workplace.

The comparison of the answers of the bachelor's and master's level respondents revealed the
existence of differences in perceiving the importance of particular factors related to the
internship for the assessment of the employer brand. This is probably because the master's level
students have higher expectations concerning the internship because they will enter the labour
market earlier than their colleagues from the bachelor level.

Moreover, research results should become for the employer an indication of the direction
of its actions towards the Generation Z representatives. Creating valuable internship
programmes for students, undertaking cooperation with universities in this area, and proper
organisation of the course of internships should become the subjects of concern for departments
responsible for employer branding and attracting employees.

The author is aware that the cardinality of the surveyed group does not allow for the
formulation of general conclusions. However, the obtained results may be the basis for further
in-depth studies on the problem. In addition, similar research could be conducted to establish
the opinion of employers and university representatives with a broader consideration of other
variables, such as the field of study of the respondents, previous professional experience,

duration of the internship as well as specificity, and type of organisation.
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