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Mariet Vriens describes current research into 
virtual internships and their advantages and pitfalls

In 2009 the Media and Learning Department of 
the KU Leuven in Belgium began exploring the 
possibilities of virtual internships. After a decade 

of building experience in virtual mobility (or 
ICT-supported international learning experiences), 
this seemed a logical next step. 

The topic also became increasingly relevant against 
the background of globalisation and the increasing 
need for graduates to have international work 
experience. 

Undertaking a “real life” international internship, 
however, can be quite an endeavour. It is not 
always feasible for students because of financial 
or social reasons. Internships abroad are also  
not easy to combine with other schoolwork. 

Would it be possible to “send” these students  
on a virtual international internship, where all 
communication and collaboration between student 
and company takes place with the support of ICT 
tools? We set out to find out.

Supported by the Life Long Learning programme of 
the European Commission, KU Leuven co-ordinated 
two European projects about virtual internships 
between 2009 and 2014. 

The first project, EU-VIP (www.euvip.eu), brought 
together 16 partners from eight different European 
countries, mainly student networks and higher-
education institutions. 

In the second project, PROVIP (www.provip.eu), 
14 partners joined forces and a number of business 
networks were also included to strengthen the 
company perspective. 

As a network bringing together businesses and 
business schools, EFMD was a very valuable partner 
in both projects, which focused on applied research. 
Theoretical frameworks were tested and improved 
through small pilot projects. 

What’s in it for business schools?
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So, what’s in it for you? 
A virtual internship is, of course, very different to 
a “real” internship but the experience none the less 
valuable. It is an additional way of providing students 
with an international work experience with its own 
merits and problems. 

One clear advantage is that a virtual internship 
helps to equip the student with the necessary 
skills for teleworking and online collaboration in 
an international setting, skills that he or she will 
most likely need more and more in his or her 
future professional life. 

International internships should always support 
the student in the development of international 
and/or intercultural competencies. We talk about 
international competencies when we refer, for 
example, to knowledge about different international 
systems or markets. This knowledge can, of course, 
be perfectly transferred over the digital highway. 

Intercultural competencies are more generic  
and value based. They are about effective and 
appropriate behaviour and communication. 

Gaining intercultural competencies is a long and 
complex process. It is not realistic to expect this 
process to develop during a (virtual) internship. 
What is possible, however, is the development  
of intercultural “awareness”: the realisation that 
things are done differently and that other values 
are important in other cultural settings. 

Body language and intonation will be less in  
the forefront during virtual interaction, of course. 
The focus here is on differences in written 
communication, negotiation styles, business 
cultures, decision-making processes and so on.

And finally yet importantly, the field of business and 
marketing studies is par excellence suited for virtual 
internships. While it is difficult to see how a medical 
trainee would treat patients in a hospital abroad via 
a laptop, you can perfectly picture a student writing 
a communication plan, undertaking market 
research or analysing business concepts while  
he or she is not at the premises of the company. 
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Are companies interested?
More and more. When we started with the EU-VIP 
project in 2009, it was very difficult to reach the 
companies as a stakeholder group. There was a lot 
of scepticism and businesses had a difficult time 
seeing the advantages virtual internships could 
hold for them. 

A conscious effort was therefore made to include 
representatives of businesses more strongly in the 
partnership of the follow-up PROVIP project.

The type of company that virtual internships could 
be a valuable option for became clearer: not so 
much the big multinational with rigid internship 
structures but small companies where resources, 
staff and space were scarce. 

To these companies virtual internships can offer 
cost-effective access to specialised knowledge of 
local markets or native speakers. The virtual intern 
can take up that “project in the drawer” for which 
there are lots of ideas but never enough time. 

Next to this more refined picture of target companies 
we have also felt over the last five years a more 
general shift in the attitude of companies towards 
virtual internships. We can only assume that this 
is closely related to the growing importance of 
telework and online collaboration as a whole. 

Do virtual internships always work?
Too be short: no. There are some does and don’ts. 

First of all, virtual internships are not suited to all 
students. Too be successful in a virtual internship 
students need to have a high degree of autonomy 
and maturity. Students following a master or 
postgraduate programme are the strongest 
candidates. 

Next to this, adult learners are an important target 
group especially because they are likely to benefit 
the most from the flexibility offered by a virtual 
international internship. 

Virtual internships preferably take on the form  
of clearly defined bigger projects with detailed 
milestones. Students need to be able to fulfil their 
tasks independently with a lot of flexibility while 
also keeping in regular contact with the company. 

An important success factor is also the importance 
of the outcomes of the internship to the company. 
To stay motivated while working for a company 
at a distance, students need to be convinced of 
the added value of their work and the fact that 
the company is counting on them to complete 
their project. 

Regular contact between company and student 
is important for a number of reasons. A virtual 
internship contains a high risk of the student feeling 
isolated or the company feeling it has no “control” 
over the intern. 

One condition for success of a virtual internship is to 
have clear agreements about the communication 
and collaboration tools that will be used and  
the rules that will be applied while using them 
(frequency, time for reply, contact hours and so on).

The available IT tools for online communication and 
collaboration are numerous. Some tools disappear, 
others are constantly being updated and new tools 
emerge every day. 

To support a virtual internship you can use simple 
tools such as email as well as complex ones such  
as video conferencing. In addition, old-fashioned 
telephone calls can sometimes be just as effective  
as using the latest trendy app on your smartphone. 

When choosing the tools used for communication 
and collaboration during a virtual internship, the 
keywords are always accessibility and usability. 
Use technology that is accessible, easy to use and 
preferably already used by everybody involved. 
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However, a virtual internship always benefits from 
using a mix of communication tools, including tools 
for synchronous “face-to-face” communication (like 
Skype or Google Hangouts).

Another important issue is to make sure that the 
student is in contact with different employees of  
the company. This will have an impact on his or  
her “organisational socialisation”, in other words: the 
degree in which he or she feels part of the company 
and is exposed to the organisation’s social and 
cultural background. 

This brings us back to the specific goal of 
international internships mentioned above: 
stimulating intercultural awareness. This is only 
feasible in a setting where the student collaborates 
with more than one employee. Otherwise you run 
the risk that personality traits rather than cultural 
identities dominate the experience. 

Stimulating intercultural awareness 
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more than one employee, otherwise 
you run the risk that personality 
traits rather than cultural identities 
dominate the experience
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Interested?
We hope so. Even though the concept is still 
relatively new and needs further exploration, we 
have already experienced the valuable addition  
it can be to a traditional internship programme. 
When addressed in the right manner, a virtual 
internship can be a flexible and accessible way 
for students to gain international work experience 
from the comfort of their own homes. 


