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Unpaid internships amount to social discrimination
Written by Emily O’Reilly on 9 November 2018 in Opinion
Opinion
A champion for the rights of interns, European Ombudsman Emily O’Reilly says that interns must be
paid, as unpaid internships perpetuate a cycle of ‘privilege following privilege’.
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Any young person looking for a job these days is under a great deal of pressure.
Following graduation they can no longer expect to find secure employment directly: instead they
need to pad their CVs through various internships.
Without gathering such work placements, it is unlikely they will even be called to interviews for fulltime jobs. This state of affairs might be acceptable if all conditions were equal.
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However, when internships are unpaid there is an injustice in the system, as young people must then
find the means of working for free while paying for rent, transport, food along with the myriad other
costs of living in any society.
It means that people from well-off backgrounds, who are in a position to work without being paid,
have an advantage.
The injustice is then perpetuated, as those fortunate enough to be in a financial position to take
internships are the ones more likely to gather sufficient experience to make their CVs attractive to
future employers.
Aside from initiating a vicious circle where ‘privilege follows privilege’, unpaid traineeships also mean
that employers are not necessarily attracting the best candidates but simply those with sufficient
financial resources.
“When internships are unpaid there is an injustice in the system, as young people must
then find the means of working for free while paying for rent, transport, food along with
the myriad other costs of living in any society”
This specific issue landed on my desk when my office received a complaint about the European
External Action Service (EEAS) not paying trainees in its foreign delegations.
This meant that those applying for these traineeships - which are highly sought after - had first to be
sure they could pay travel, insurance and other costs. It amounted to de facto social discrimination.
The EU is founded on the value of equality, while discrimination - such as on the grounds of social
origin - is prohibited under the Charter of Fundamental Rights. On issues of values and fundamental
rights, the EU administration should be leading by example.
We asked the EEAS to start paying the 800 or so trainees it has in delegations all over the world. It,
and then the budgetary authorities, agreed, and a new policy was put in place at the beginning of this
year.
I hope this results in greater access for young people of all backgrounds. I also hope it will have the
practical benefit of allowing the best candidates to apply for the diplomatic service, which, as I saw
during my inquiry, makes good use of the trainees in its delegations.
Other issues matter too. Trainees should be involved in meaningful work and they should be covered
by internal policies such as those on whistleblowing.

This not only protects them, but it also encourages them to embrace a culture of ethics and openness
throughout the entire organisation. Good traineeships allow young people to gain experience, help
them to decide which career direction to take and teach them how to navigate different workplaces.
Organisations profit from having recent graduates bringing new ideas.
Trainees should not be considered as cheap or free labour, but for what they are: an integral, useful
and welcome part of an organisation that should be paid for their work.
About the author
Emily O’Reilly is the EU Ombudsman
Tags
Employment and Social Affairs [6]
Categories
Education and skills [7]
Employment [8]

The
Parliament Magazine is a Dods Group plc title
Site Sections
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Home
Content
Policy
Magazines
PM+
Thought Leader
EU Elections 2019
Editorial Calendar
Policy Events
Event Coverage
MEP Awards 2019
Contact Us
Services
Dods PeopleDods
MonitoringDods
ResearchDods
EventsDods
Training
Media &

publishing titles
Politics HomeThe
HouseThe
Parliament
MagazineHolyrood
Total PoliticsPublic
Affairs NewsCivil
Service
World
PublicTechnology
Training
JournalDods
Parliamentary
CompanionVacher's
Quarterly The
European Union and
Public Affairs
Directory
Dods events
Westminster
BriefingDigital
Health & Care
ScotlandMEP
AwardsThe Skills
SummitScottish
Public Service
AwardsPublic Sector
Procurement
SummitPublic
Sector ICT
SummitCyber
Security
SummitCyber
Security
2017Training
Journal Awards
Partnership
events
The Health and
Care Innovation
ExpoCivil Service
LiveCivil Service
AwardsChief
Nursing Officer for
England's
SummitWomen into
LeadershipThe

Youth Justice
ConventionSocitm
Spring
ConferenceNHSCC
Annual Members'
EventDods at Party
Conference

Privacy PolicyTerms & ConditionsAdvertisingSponsorship Subscriptions

Registered office: 11th Floor
The Shard
32 London Bridge Street
London SE1 9SG
Company number: 04267888
© Dods Group plc 2017

Source URL: https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/opinion/unpaid-internships-amount-social-discrimination
Links
[1] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/opinion/fighting-fairer-working-conditions-interns
[2] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/opinion/fair-internships-%E2%80%98win-win%E2%80%99-yung-people-and-companies
[3] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/blog/unpaid-internships-eu-institutions-can-and-should-do-better
[4] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/news/ombudsman-attacks-eeas-over-unpaid-internships
[5] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/news/campaign-underway-fight-unpaid-internships-eu-institutions
[6] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/tags/employment-and-social-affairs
[7] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/categories/education-and-skills
[8] https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/categories/employment

