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Abstract
Microbusiness owners face significant challenges in accessing, acquiring and controlling resources, including human re-
sources. This research examines the resource value(s) gained by microbusiness owners when they engage in a temporary
human resourcing strategy using interns. Qualitative, information-rich, narrative interviews with microbusiness
owners examined resourcing motives, management experiences and perceptions of human resource value. The data
were subject to thematic analysis. The findings indicate that the unforeseen value of working with an intern was
learning “management by doing”, which arose due to a challenging of owner–intern dynamics, compelling owners to
develop their skills, knowledge and practice of management and leadership. Second, microbusiness owners were
strategically motivated to fill human resource skill and expertise gaps at little or no cost, gaining expected value. Thus,
temporary human resources enable microbusiness owners to gain both expected and unforeseen value. Future
research should focus on examining the value of unforeseen learning from low/no cost resources on microbusiness
growth and sustainable development potential.
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Introduction

Obtaining resources – human, financial, or social – is es-
pecially challenging for microbusinesses (Neeson et al.,
2007; Kelliher and Reinl, 2009; Young, 2013; Jones and
Jayawarna, 2010; Winborg and Landström, 2001). In par-
ticular, Hornsby and Kuratko (2003: 73), highlight that
‘employees in small firms are frequently the key factor
distinguishing successful from unsuccessful ventures’,
consequently affecting business performance, growth, de-
velopment and the exploitation of new opportunities (Rauch
and Hatak, 2016; Wapshott and Mallett, 2015; Edwards and
Ram, 2006). Thus, finding the “right” human resource in a
cost-effective manner is unsurprisingly important for mi-
crobusiness owners (e.g. Heneman et al., 2000; Salimath
and Jones III, 2011; Öhman and Yazdanfar, 2015).

Galloway et al. (2014) find that interns provide organiza-
tions with access to low- or no-cost human capital resources
and expertise. Consequently, a resource-strapped mi-
crobusiness may pursue a human resourcing strategy
using interns, thus accessing a valuable resource at
minimal financial cost. The extant research on student
internships as work-based learning activities however,
often focuses on the value of the activity for the student
intern and the impact on their learning and professional
development (e.g. Varghese et al., 2012; Jackson, 2015;
Kapareliotis et al., 2019). The value(s) of such temporary
human resources to microbusiness owners remains under-
investigated therefore (Kelliher and Reinl, 2009;
Wapshott et al., 2014; Jeske and Axtell, 2016; Wond and
Rambukwella, 2018). With recent acknowledgement of
the role that internships may play in important aspects of
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competitive advantage such as knowledge transfer
(Franco et al., 2019), this research paper asks two
questions:

· RQ1: What value(s) sought provide(s) the strategic
motive for using a temporary human resource such as
an intern?

· RQ2: What value (anticipated or unforeseen) is
gained from using a temporary human resource such
as an intern?

This study examines the experiences of microbusiness
owners and the value(s) they gain from working with interns.
The research extends understanding of the use and value(s) of
temporary human resources in a microbusiness context,
highlighting in particular that microbusiness owners gain
unforeseen value through the owner–intern dynamic in the
form of learning management by doing, and consequently
enhance their management and leadership skills.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First,
the literature on human resources in microbusiness, their
anticipated strategic value and how that may be gained is
examined. Thereafter, the methodology is outlined. Following
that, the findings are presented and discussed. The paper then
concludes and highlights implications for theory and practice.

Human resources in microbusinesses, internships
and resource value

Firm-specific resources affect business performance
(Masakure et al., 2009; Barney, 1991), with human re-
sources making a particularly important contribution (Brush
et al., 2001; Hornsby and Kuratko, 2003; Khan and
Quaddus, 2018; Bilan et al., 2020). For example, innova-
tion potential in smaller firms is enhanced by the recruitment
of graduate human resources (Jones and De Zubielqui,
2016) and HEI knowledge transfers can lead to innova-
tion, positive organizational change and new learning for
microbusiness owners (Cowdean et al., 2019; Strydom and
Kempen, 2021). However, the human resource practices of
microbusinesses often limit their ability to survive and grow
(Rauch et al., 2005; Young, 2013; Rauch and Hatak, 2016).
First, the human resource management practices of mi-
crobusiness owners are often idiosyncratic, subjective and
informal (Benmore and Palmer, 1996; Ram, 1999;Wapshott
et al., 2014). Existing work practices, industry sector and the
“strategic” decision making of the owner shapes this in-
formality (Ram et al., 2001). Informality extends to re-
cruitment also; for example, informal networks are used to
source potential employees, reducing transaction costs
(Ram et al., 2007; Grant et al., 2012). Future employees are
often “tested out” to assess their level of ‘fitting in’ before
making a formal offer (Ram, 1999). Yet improved business

growth or productivity outcomes are linked to formal hu-
man resource management practices (Barrett and Mayson,
2007; James et al., 2019). Second, microbusinesses face the
challenge of attracting and retaining specialist staff
(Kelliher and Reinl, 2009) and, due to the financial leverage
and liquidity of such businesses, job creation is limited
(Öhman and Yazdanfar, 2015). Third, the management
human capital of business owners may be limited as owners
lack formal strategic planning, leadership skills and orga-
nizational knowledge (Heneman et al., 2000; Beaver and
Jennings, 2001; Reinl and Kelliher, 2010).

When facing resource constraints microbusinesses may
use alternative means, such as accessing resources through
networks, to mitigate or overcome such constraints (Jones
and Jayawarna, 2010). In the case of human resources, an
intern may constitute a particularly pertinent human re-
source strategy for a microbusiness. Internships are tem-
porary and often transitional employment placements that
may or may not be facilitated by educational institutions and
they can take a variety of forms (Jeske and Axtell, 2016).
For host organizations, internships provide an opportunity
to ‘try before you buy’ (Coco, 2000: 41), access to low-cost
expertise and ideas (Staus and Moreau, 2001; Galloway
et al., 2014), or function as a cost-reduction measure (Bhide,
1992). With approximately 70,000 or more internships
occurring in the UK, for example (Montacute, 2018), a
sizable opportunity exists for microbusiness owners to
access such a cost-effective resource – according to Brooks
and Greene (1998: 56), ‘there doesn’t seem to be a downside
for employers’. Despite the potential positive resource
implications for employers, however, there is also extensive
criticism of low-pay or unpaid internships and issues re-
garding social reproduction (Graduate Fog, 2014, 2018;
Malik and Syal, 2011; Butler, 2018). Nevertheless, re-
cruiting an intern could offer access to a potentially valuable
resource and still meet the resourcing, especially financial
costing, strategy of a resource-constrained microbusiness.

Resource-based theory, however, indicates that the
strategic selection and exploitation of the ‘right’ rare,
valuable and non-substitutable resources are what con-
tribute to competitive advantage (Barney, 1991) rather than
‘making do’ (Baker and Nelson, 2005). According to
Salimath and Jones III (2011), competitive advantage is not
guaranteed simply as a result of controlling resources with
objectively perceived value. Newbert (2008) asserts that
resources must ‘fit’ (p.746) with the idiosyncratic firm and,
according to Foss et al. (2008), resources must be coordi-
nated and used creatively in order to realize their value.
Thus, the value of a resource may be subjectively perceived
rather than objectively anticipated from the resource in
question. Business size may also have implications for the
perceived value of a tangible or intangible resource (Alvarez
and Busenitz, 2001; Kellermanns et al., 2016; Huang, 2016).
The arguments regarding the objective or subjective value of a
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resource suggest that the entrepreneurial learning capability of
an individual may make a significant contribution to their
ability to gain value from resources (Ravasi and Turati, 2005).

Valuable learning opportunities for business owners can
take many forms; for example, interactions with peers,
customers and suppliers (Cope, 2003; Kempster and Cope,
2010; Jones et al., 2010). Learning from experience can
generate competitive advantage knowledge (Deakins and
Freel, 1998), and Macpherson et al. (2015) find that new,
competitive advantage knowledge can be realized as a result
of learning and managing resources in a crisis. Learning also
contributes to the ability to gain access to specialized re-
sources (Deakins and Freel, 1998; Lumpkin and
Lichtenstein, 2005; Reinl and Kelliher, 2010) and con-
tributes to firm success (Keith et al., 2016). Thus, a link
between entrepreneurial learning and accessing and using
resources exists (Mäkinen, 2002). This might suggest that
resources, even when temporary, may offer an opportunity
for entrepreneurial learning, particularly when learning is
experiential and informal (Beaver and Jennings, 2001;
Cope, 2003; Kempster and Cope, 2010). Indeed, several
researchers find that learning “on-the-job” is especially
useful for business owners (Neeson et al., 2007; Martin and
Smith, 2010; Cowdean et al., 2019).

In summary, human resources are an important com-
ponent of potential competitive advantage in business, yet
access to such resources presents a significant challenge for
microbusinesses. Consequently, resource-constrained mi-
crobusinesses may seek a free or low-cost (human) resource
to overcome such resource constraints. Research examining
microbusiness owners and their use of interns is limited,
however (Jeske and Axtell, 2016). This research closes gaps
in our understanding of the value(s) of interns for the owner
and their microbusiness.

Methodology

Examining resource value requires understanding individ-
ual perceptions of anticipated or unforeseen value, in-
cluding ‘right’ resources and their ‘fit’ (Welter et al., 2016;
Newbert, 2008; Barney, 1991). Investigating human re-
source management is often complex, especially in smaller
businesses (Wapshott et al., 2014). Similar to prior
equivalent research (e.g. Ram, 1999; Ram et al., 2001), this
study employs a qualitative approach, which facilitates
access to the thinking processes of business owners
(Hindle, 2004).

Theoretical sampling approach

Research has established that business size impacts (owner)
conceptualizations of resources and their value, and this
aspect is under-investigated (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010;
Kellermanns et al., 2016). Therefore, this study focuses on

microbusiness owners who have worked with interns. A
microbusiness is defined as a business with nine or fewer
employees and with an annual turnover below 2 million
Euros (Microbusiness Research Portal, 2017). Microbusinesses
are not assumed in this study to be homogenous. Nevertheless,
the variability of approaches to working with interns in a
microbusiness will likely be less different than when com-
pared to a medium-sized organization of 240 employees.

Given the aim of this exploratory research to gain depth
and detail from the data collected, sampling was guided by
information power (Malterud et al., 2016). Thus, the
sampling strategy focused on the information held by each
of the respondents, the specificity of the sample regarding
their experience under investigation, the use of established
theory as a framework and the quality of the dialogue
captured. Ultimately, the ‘more information the sample
holds, relevant for the actual study, the lower amount of
participants is needed’ (Malterud et al., 2016: 1753). To
further support theoretical contributions, ‘theoretical
sampling’ as per Eisenhardt (1989: 537) was employed
(also Miles et al., 2014), facilitating the minimization of
heterogeneity and complexity within the sample. Addi-
tionally, data saturation as the predetermined ideal was not
the standard by which sample size was decided as ‘meaning
is generated through interpretation’ of the data post col-
lection (Braun and Clarke, 2021: 201) Thus, microbusiness
owners were recruited for this study on a cumulative basis
until the qualities of information power were satisfied
(Stilwell and Harman, 2021; Aurini et al., 2021). This re-
sulted in eight respondents being sampled for the study
(see Table 1).

Information power sampling and the data collection
strategy (Malterud et al., 2016), aligned with thematic
analysis, enable the observation of instances of anticipated
themes and permit examination of patterns within the data
(Malterud et al., 2016; Clarke and Braun, 2013). All mi-
crobusinesses recruited for this study were UK-based and
had been trading for at least one year. Previous studies of
employment relations in small businesses or investigations
of potential learning events for firm owners have focused on
similar-sized samples (e.g. Ram, 1999; Ram et al., 2001;
Deakins and Freel, 1998).

Data collection

Prior to data collection, sample recruitment materials and
the interview guide (see Appendix 1) were reviewed and
given ethical approval. Interviewees were asked about
motives for intern recruitment and associated processes, the
resource history of the firm, the anticipated and unforeseen
results of intern recruitment and business demographic data.
Microbusiness owners were sourced through two channels:
university affiliate programs and personal connections.
Eight in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted.
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The interviews took place either in person or via virtual
meeting software at the convenience of the business owner.
All interviewees were assured confidentiality and ano-
nymity. The recorded interviews, which lasted between 40
and 60 min, were transcribed in full. It was not the intention
to generate generalizable findings in this study. Rather, this
research seeks to contribute to the development of theory
and understanding as per Jack and Anderson (2002) re-
garding the perceptions, thinking and behavioural pro-
cesses, and experiences of microbusiness owners when
using low- or no-cost intern human resources.

Data coding

Data analysis was underpinned by the systematic thematic
analysis of textual data (Clarke and Braun, 2014); this
approach is consistent with a realist epistemological posi-
tion (Brooks et al., 2015). This analytical approach is ap-
propriate for examining the ‘perspectives of different
groups’ (King, 2004: 268) as it balances structure with
flexibility to adapt to different datasets (Brooks et al., 2015)
and enables understanding of the practices and influencing
factors of the target behaviour (Clarke and Braun, 2014).
Additionally, thematic analysis is consistent with studies in
the entrepreneurship field (e.g. Jonsson and Tolstoy, 2014).
Analysis began with immersion in the transcriptions and
memo-making facilitated thorough data familiarization
(Terry, 2015). The iterative process of semantic and latent
data coding of the transcribed interview text was undertaken
next with multiple emergent and a priori codes (King, 2004;
Brooks et al., 2015) identified. Thereafter, themes were
reviewed and adapted as required based on hierarchical
coding (see Table 2 for a summary of themes, codes and data
excerpt examples). A thematic map was created to outline
the codes, themes and their relationships (see Figure 1).

As with all research, efforts were taken to address po-
tential limitations. Thus, informed by Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) criteria for trustworthiness, extensive measures were

employed to address the credibility, transferability, de-
pendability and confirmability of this research (Daniel,
2019). To that end, while it is acknowledged that these
findings may not be transferable to other microbusinesses or
the experiences of all owners or interns, common percep-
tions and experiences expressed in the data, despite sample
diversity, are indicative of a truth value of the data (Krefting,
1991). The description of the data, with a focus on gathering
and presenting rich data about the unique experiences of a
small group of interviewees and their perceptions of the
value(s) of a temporary human resource, facilitates comparison
with other contexts and thus aids transferability. The study
considers the variability of the experiences of the sample and
presents data across the range of experiences, set out in clear
tables, thus demonstrating data dependability (Cloutier and
Ravasi, 2021). Confirmability is evident in the presentation of
the data, which conforms to truth value and transferability
criteria (Krefting, 1991). Finally, working with deep and rich
descriptive findings, underpinned by trustworthiness (Nowell
et al., 2017), was themotivating decision for thematic analysis.
Thematic analysis is a robust and accepted approach in en-
trepreneurship studies (Jones et al., 2011).

Findings

Data analysis revealed three core thematic findings: the
strategic motives, or anticipated value, for obtaining a re-
source, experiences of management and perceived (antici-
pated and unforeseen) value(s) gained. These are illustrated
in the thematic map (Figure 1) and provide the structure for
the findings reported hereafter. Each theme is addressed in
turn and supported with data excerpts.

Strategic motives for obtaining a resource –

anticipated value

The microbusiness owners in this study exhibited strate-
gically orientated motives for accessing and recruiting an

Table 1. Theoretical sample characteristics.

Respondent Industry
Age of
business Type of business

No.
employees

No. interns (cumulative total in life
of business) Country

1 Sport 2 years Football events 1 3 UK
2 Education 8 years Overseas educational

recruitment specialists
8 2 UK

3 Tourism 5 years Bespoke tour operator 3 1 UK
4 Dance 5 ¾ years Dance studio 1 3 UK
5 Marketing 10 years Content marketing agency 9 >10 UK
6 Design 1 ½ years Content design for tech industry 2 2 UK
7 Media 2 years Journalism 1 3 UK
8 Tourism 22 years Tourist attraction (registered

charity)
1 2 UK
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intern: first, to overcome financial constraints and, second,
to meet human capital needs. Access was enabled through
microbusiness owner resource-provision networks.

Financial. A central strategic motive for owners was an
acknowledgement of his or her limited financial resources to
enable formal recruitment of a human resource. Sourcing an

intern enabled them to partially overcome this limitation, as R3
summarizes:

“Well, obviously, it’s the savings cost element; I save basically
to employ another person. This was the main issue at the
beginning when I took an intern.” (R3)

Table 2. Data structure – semantic and latent coding.

Theme Latent coding Semantic coding (Example data)

1. Resourcing
strategy

1.1 Need: low-/no-cost resource ‘Well, obviously, it’s the savings cost element. I save basically to
employ another person; this was the main issue at the beginning
when I took an intern. I just didn’t have the financial capacity to
employ somebody yet, but I needed help because I was just
overwhelmed by motherhood and kind of running my own
business.’ (R3)

1.2 Need: Human capital – (specialist) skills,
knowledge

‘It’s kind of skills that we want, and we feel we’re not the strongest
at.’ (R6)

1.2.1 Need: Human capital – insights and ideas ‘It’s one way of keeping everything fresh.When we have the interns
in, we’ll often have regular brainstorming idea times and we’ll
always include them and its grate when they’re very proactive
and come up with ideas. […] It does tie to the culture of keeping
the company young, fresh, flexible.’ (R5)

1.3 How: Access to resources ‘We got an email through from our local university that were
offering an intern programme; we’ve also been approached by
government bodies and the job centre.’ (R2)

2. Experiencing
management

2.1 Intern resource:
Temporary, inexperienced & (un)paid

‘[Interns] are usually for the short term. By the time they actually
learnt doing the stuff, they were gone. If they are not going to
stay, comes the question of what kind of responsibilities to give
them.’ (R1)

2.2 Tensions: Constraints, frustrations &
expectations (owner, third party & intern)

‘She just wanted to spend most of the time in the studio researching
her own ideas rather than bringing it in to what the company was
working towards at that time.’ (R4)

2.3 Training and support requirements ‘I gave up trying really because that part of it [intern management]
took a lot of my time. My time is very valuable. So, there was only
so much time that I can give to deal with these situations. There
was no way we could have trained them.’ (R2)

3. Value 3.1 Strategic & planned (anticipated return
from resource)

‘They study what we actually do. I have never studied it. I don’t have
the professional background, kind of academic background you
know for tourism and economy.’ (R3)

3.2.1 Emergent strategic value (unforeseen
return from resource)

When we did the second one [sponsored internship], we were
much clearer about what the job was and what the position
entails […] With any part-time or full-time tutors that we take
on now, we always have three months’ probationary period so
that we can figure out if the job is right for the person that has
applied for it and whether they are right for the company. So
that’s something that we’ve learnt from that experience.’ (R4)

3.2.2 Emergent personal value (unforeseen
return from resource)

‘And I think this helps us as well. It’s helping us understand where
our weaknesses. And you know, showing us how much time, it
takes to have a proper brief in place. […]We’re not very good at
being bossy. We find it very hard, when they are enthusiastic; to
be like, you need to work harder. I think it comes with - - we are
quite close in age as well and that makes it quite hard to establish
that professional line. Learning to be a boss. It’s difficult.’ (R6)
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Integral to the appeal of an intern is the ability of the
owner to manage costs or get access to a ‘free’ or subsidized
human resource, as R4 explains:

“Wewere able to get some extra help in the studio at busy times
and there was no financial cost to us.” (R4)

Nevertheless, in one case there was evidence of an
ethical tension for the owner regarding interns as ‘free’
resources:

“I try not to be a really bad capitalist and totally exploit them.
What I do is pay for their accommodation.” (R4)

Despite acknowledging this inner conflict, and taking
some steps to mitigate their conscience, the owner remained
focused on the strategic value that could be attained from the
human resource.

Human capital. The financial driver converges with a
second strategic motive to meet human capital needs. These
owners sought to gain access to specialist human capital,
specifically knowledge and skills that they otherwise could
not afford or did not possess as part of their existing skillset:

‘What the job entails, she was better at than us and that was sort
of the purpose of having the interns. […] she did have

knowledge in her head that we needed.’ (R2)

‘It’s kind of skills that we want, and we feel we’re not the
strongest at.’ (R6)

Interns were also perceived as valuable for meeting
flexible business requirements – for example, seasonal work
or ‘outsourcing some of the jobs’ (R1) – which enabled the
owner to focus on other business activities. Additionally,

interns were viewed as a source of inspiration, creativity
and ideas for the owner and their business. This aspect
was consistently discussed as an important anticipated
value of recruiting an intern, in the sense that the intern
brought a ‘fresh breeze into the business’ (R3). This was
noted with regard to planning activities, improving the
enthusiasm of the established team, or for specific aspects
such as technology. The following comment articulates
the value:

‘There is something to be said for constantly replenishing
business with young, enthusiastic people who are much more

open to adapting to your culture as well as embracing and

keeping the business young. […] You get random ideas from

them that you wouldn’t get from someone who’s been in the

industry for a while.’ (R5)

Access to resources. Critical to obtaining an intern was
the practical and financial support available from a third-
party network relationship (e.g., a university) to facilitate
access and manage the (recruitment) arrangements. Thus,
the support available from third parties enabled access,
provided an additional incentive to recruit an intern and
minimized perceived recruitment responsibilities like
training requirements as respondents expressed perceptions
that a university-affiliated intern would be “pre-trained”.
For example, R2 said, ‘We were more interested in the
graduates [which was an option for intern selection…];
someone with more experience and education’, and thus
such interns were perceived as ready to commence “work”.
Overall, owners perceived that they could access a trained
human resource at little or no cost and did not have to
commit to the intern long-term (as would be the case with a
formal employee). R2 explained:

Figure 1. Thematic map: strategic motives, experiencing management and value(s) gained.
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‘I was a bit worried about employing someone else [traditional
employee], because it was short-term, and I didn’t really know
how that would work and would we get the right number of
candidates for only a short period of time because nobody is
looking for something for three months. And literally, at that
point, we got an email through from our local university that
they were offering an intern program.’ (R2)

Thus, access to a human resource with desirable or re-
quired human capital, at reduced or no cost, enabled these
microbusiness owners to gain access to specialist skills,
knowledge and ideas, and filled human resourcing gaps.

Experiences of management: working with an intern

For these microbusiness owners, the experience of working
with an intern was characterized by challenges, benefits and
surprises.

Intern as resource. The “employment” conditions of an
intern were a challenge for these microbusiness owners as
they restricted the “functionality” of the human resource.
The temporary nature of internships limited their durable
contribution to the business and restricted potential future
capability and competency gains, as this comment illustrates:

‘By the time they actually learnt doing the stuff, they were
gone. If they are not going to stay, comes the question of what
kind of responsibilities to give them?’ (R1)

In several cases, the commitment of the intern to the
organization and their allocated work project was also
temporary:

‘They come with a misguided view of the role and [the or-
ganization]. When they realize there are no resources, they
move on.’ (R8)

Further, work activities had to be self-contained and
comprise a discrete project:

‘[An intern] project [had to be something] they could start from
beginning to end so it couldn’t really be something that could carry
on or that you would employ someone after to carry on.’ (R2)

The payment conditions of interns – either unpaid or not
paid directly by the microbusiness owner – affected owners’
expectations of how much an intern could contribute to the
business. This had management implications, as R1 noted:
‘You can’t really punish interns or say this was done wrong
because you’re not paying them.’ The conditions that define
the role of an intern (e.g. low, or unpaid, temporary and
likely inexperienced) were, therefore, the source of different
intersecting tensions, related to the constraints, frustrations
or expectations of the owner, the intern or the third party.

Tensions: constraints, frustrations, and expectations.
The owners in this study reported that interns had expectations
of their internship that did not align with those of the owner:

‘She just wanted to spend most of the time in the studio re-
searching her own ideas rather than bringing it in to what the

company was working towards at that time.’ (R4)

‘I think there’re different motivations for why they’re doing
this. So, for our first intern, they are a second year. So, they’re

doing this to have something on their CV to do a year in in-

dustry and like money. Whereas our second intern, they’re in

their final year, so they are actually looking to progress and

have a place within the company. So, their motivation is dif-

ferent.’ (R6)

Indeed, R8 said, ‘I was thinking I was getting something
I wasn’t.’ The experience of R8 suggests that the initial
strategic motive of accessing a human resource “jigsaw
puzzle piece” that would fill a ‘hit the ground running’
resourcing gap in the organization was misleading. Indeed,
internship recruitment procedures, which conformed to
third-party conditions, could result in compromising on
which candidate was subsequently recruited:

‘Relying on infrastructure/procedure of third party also im-
posed restrictions on when and for how long business owners

could advertise for the jobs […] we would have just kept that

application open until we found [a] better match. We wouldn’t

have had that deadline.’ (R4)

Consequently, due to the limited and not necessarily
adequate pool of interns available, the interns recruited were
not always aligned with organizational requirements. With
regard to the owners’ initial strategic motives for accessing
and recruiting an intern, this outcome was frustrating and
was perceived at face value as a limitation of working with
interns.

Training and support requirements. The owners found
that it was necessary to teach and train interns, an emerging
and unanticipated challenge, especially as they had ex-
pected a fully-trained intern to fit into the workplace and
require little or no support. For example, R2 found that:

‘There is no way you could have trained them. […] my time is
very valuable, because I work part-time; every hour I’m in the

office counts towards my job and the running of the business.

So, there was only so much time that I can give to deal with

these situations.’ (R2)

In most cases, these owners rarely, if at all, provided
induction and/or training. Indeed, on occasion, this was
reported as a positive; because there’s ‘no time to train them’

(R6) it was perceived that the short-term engagement of an
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intern minimized training requirements. If training did
occur, it was ad hoc or on a case-by-case basis. Rather than
offering training and support that enabled job role auton-
omy, owners often worked intensively with their interns on-
site instead; interns had to be “overseen”:

‘I had to be with them, you know, and show them how to do the
stuff. So, it wasn’t really time saving of my own or my business
time.’ (R1)

This made the time investment of the owner in any
training seem higher than the potential gains that might be
obtained in the time available:

‘Often with interns, particularly with design ones, it can work
out that we spend a lot more time helping them than we get
value back.’ (R5)

Indeed, time becomes an unanticipated cost, especially
as working with interns was considered very time-
consuming:

‘Interns aren’t terribly efficient. There’s a lot of work in having
them. They need to be told everything’ (R7).

Further, when owners did not consider the learning
needs, expectations or fulfilment of interns, working rela-
tions were affected or could lead to the sudden departure of
the intern. Thus, some of the characteristics of an internship
– training needs, duration of placement, having to ‘make do’
– affected how these microbusiness owners engaged in, and
experienced, management and leadership. For many of the
owners, working with an intern was their first experience of
managing another person; this unanticipated challenge had
implications for the value the owner gained from this re-
source, which is addressed next.

Value gained – anticipated and unforeseen

Anticipated strategic value. In this study, the strategic
motives expressed by these owners informed their per-
ceptions of the anticipated value of the resource. First,
engaging an intern, most often through a third party, meant
access to external financing of resources at little or no cost to
the microbusiness. Owners felt able to demand somewhat
more from their interns and it alleviated a sense of guilt for
not remunerating the intern directly. Second, interns pro-
vided specialist human capital skills, knowledge, ideas and
insights for the business; R7 commented, ‘We use the [team]
meeting to throw around and ask ideas and questions and I
find that incredibly useful.’ Occasionally the ideas offered
by interns were not well received: ‘She told us what to do
quite a lot, rather than us telling her!’ (R2). Third, interns
facilitated formal and informal network building, whereby

owners gained access to future potential networks via their
interns and developed experience of negotiating and liaising
with third-party organizations (e.g. universities). For ex-
ample, R5 explained how, by working with interns, he had
created ‘more and more ambassadors [for his business]’. In
addition, owners identified that they could benefit from the
combined financial, recruitment and, especially, supervisory
resources that were available to them via affiliated uni-
versity and external partners, which included the potential to
minimize the perceived management responsibility of the
owner. Finally, owners had the opportunity to identify future
employees, or freelancers, to whom tasks could be
outsourced:

‘She did exactly what was asked of her. She definitely added
value. She was worth every penny. We even offered her a job at
the end of it.’

Unforeseen value. The unforeseen value of an intern
resource – including both personal and strategic aspects –
arose due to the successes, failures and conflict experiences
arising from working with an intern (or by extension a third-
party provider). Thus, learning management by doing op-
portunities for the owner were created by owner–intern
conflicts and the experiences of the owners compelled
them to develop their skills, knowledge and practices of
management and leadership.

First, managing an intern and their work performance
was often a first management experience for many of these
owners and exposed their lack of business-specific, man-
agement and leadership knowledge or skills. As R6 de-
scribed it, they were ‘learning to be a boss’; recruiting and
working with an intern provided an opportunity to over-
come such knowledge and skill gaps. Further, working with
an intern encouraged the owners to explore what it would be
like to have a formal employee as a precursor to employing
someone in the future:

‘I didn’t want to straight away employ somebody. I thought I’ll
give it a try [working with an intern]; how it is to work with
somebody? It was really helpful to slowly start to progress my
business because the thought of employing somebody was
really scary to me.’ (R3)

There were also technical skills and knowledge that
owners learned from working with an intern, such as
contemporary approaches to the use of technology. In this
way, the owners appropriated the skills of the formally
educated interns, especially when the owners were not
formally trained in the industry sector in which they were
operating.

Unforeseen strategic value refers to the development of
human resource practices, due to pressures on the basic, or
absent, human resource policies or processes of these
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businesses. Through challenging experiences with an intern,
some owners recognized that changes to their human re-
sources practices were required and increased their
knowledge and learning about human resource manage-
ment. Due to failed recruitment efforts for instance, several
of the owners improved their recruitment, selection and
mentoring processes accordingly for the next recruitment
iteration, as this comment from R6 illustrates:

‘At the beginning when we first conducted an interview, we’d
never done it before, and we weren’t really exactly sure what
the right process was. And now, looking back, we’re much
better at spotting if someone is trying to fib about how good
they are; we can pick up on that much sooner which is really
important. And often asking the right questions! When we had
our first interview, we just had no idea what was the formal way
to conduct and interview, let alone, what to ask and what to ask
for. And now we can pinpoint that a lot quicker.’ (R6)

Discussion

This study explores low- or no-cost human resourcing
strategy, specifically using interns, in a microbusiness
context and the value(s) (anticipated and unforeseen) of
such a resource. There is little existing research that ex-
amines these factors from the perspective of a micro-
business (owner) (Jeske and Axtell, 2016). Given that
Kellermanns et al. (2016) identify that business scale is a
significant factor when seeking to understand resources and
value, this research overcomes an important gap in the
theoretical and practice-oriented literature. This empirical
study illuminates the strategic expectations and unforeseen
value gained from temporary human resources, making both
theoretical and practical contributions to knowledge.

First, the strategic motives for using a temporary human
resource indicates that minimizing costs and accessing
specialist skills were the values initially sought. These
microbusiness owners were motivated to access and recruit
a temporary human resource to strategically fill resource
gaps in their business at little or no cost, as per the findings
of Winborg and Landström (2001) (also Jones and
Jayawarna, 2010; Grichnik et al., 2014). Furthermore, as
interns are temporary resources, a further cost-related
benefit was that potentially high, or long-term, employee-
type costs were minimized or eliminated. Interns also
provided access to specialist skills and knowledge and, as
hiring specialists is often not an option for microbusinesses
(Kelliher and Reinl, 2009), this strategic approach enabled
owners to temporarily fill human capital gaps in their
business. Additionally, owners also fostered potential future
work opportunities with and via the interns, and previous
research has demonstrated the importance of such local
networks for business owners (Jones and Jayawarna, 2010;
Grichnik et al., 2014). These findings complement the work

of Franco et al. (2019) who identify the knowledge transfer
value of internships for firms. However, the utilitarian
approach to attaining strategic value, with a focus on the
benefits to the owner/microbusiness rather than shared
benefits, echoes the concerns that have been expressed
about internships more generally (Graduate Fog, 2014;
Butler, 2018). Moreover, a lack of sustained involvement by
an intern affects the long-term acquisition and capture of
skills and knowledge within a microbusiness, thus con-
straining the strategic potential of the business to build
competitive advantage (Foss et al., 2008; Kelliher and
Reinl, 2009).

The strategic motives of the owners were facilitated by
access to resources, which was largely dependent on ex-
isting or fortuitous social networks, as per Jones and
Jayawarna (2010). However, whilst a third-party provider
may be convenient and reduce time costs in sourcing a
human resource (Ram et al., 2007; Ozdemir et al., 2016), the
interns recruited were not necessarily the “best” for the role,
but those available to fill the positions; this might suggest
that, whilst seeking resources aligns with strategic motives,
it also entails a requirement of ‘making do’ (Baker and
Nelson, 2005). Given that the rarity, distinctiveness and
uniqueness of a resource is critical for competitive ad-
vantage (Barney, 1991), this may limit microbusiness de-
velopment and growth, especially as Barrett and Mayson
(2007) find that formal human resource management is
associated with growth-orientation in small firms. Alter-
natively, the previously unforeseen value gained from re-
sources, which arises as a result of idiosyncratic ‘fit’
(Newbert, 2008), may lead to new learning and heightened
resource value, providing eclectic competitive advantage
for the business and specific professional managerial de-
velopment for the owner.

The study found that managing an intern was challenging
and that this appeared to be a source of unforeseen value
gained by the owner from a temporary human resource.
First, owners perceived that the training needs of interns
were addressed by the third-party provider prior to com-
mencing the internship, yet this was often not apparent in
practice. Thus, intern development, training and mentoring
needs were viewed as a costly time-based impediment to
making the best use of the intern within and for the business,
irrespective of other value benefits such as owner personal
development. This reflects other studies which show that
interns or employees are required to “hit the ground run-
ning” in small firms (Ram, 1999). Furthermore, the infor-
mal, often ad hoc nature of human resource management
in small firms (Benmore and Palmer, 1996; Ram, 1999)
and the importance of formal human resource
management for growth and productivity are highlighted
(Barrett andMayson, 2007; James et al., 2019). Importantly,
therefore, the significance of management skills and prac-
tices for microbusiness owners – a skills and knowledge
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area that is frequently limited in this size of organization
(Beaver and Jennings, 2001; Rauch et al., 2005) – is evident.

These microbusiness owners benefited from the oppor-
tunity – indeed they were compelled – to learn management
by doing which, as it was unforeseen, emerges as the most
surprising and significant outcome for the owners. Spe-
cifically, the challenges of working with an intern generated
personal value in the form of management skills, knowledge
and learning. Microbusiness owners often lack management
skills and experience, factors that affect business growth
(Rauch et al., 2005). In particular, Martin and Smith (2010)
report that the human resource management competencies
of early-stage entrepreneurs are a significant weakness and a
key area for learning and development opportunities. The
importance of management learning and capabilities, which
contribute to entrepreneurial success (Keith et al., 2016),
cannot, therefore, be underestimated. Consequently,
working with interns may help to address formal strategic
planning and organizational knowledge limitations
(Kelliher and Reinl, 2009) and to develop competitive
advantage (Deakins and Freel, 1998; Lumpkin and
Lichtenstein, 2005; Macpherson et al., 2015). Indeed, as
mirrored in research focused on interns and their learning
experience (Varghese et al., 2012), working with interns
provided owners with a rich learning experience that de-
veloped valuable professional skills. Learning by owners is
idiosyncratic, however. The skill and knowledge gains (e.g.,
learning how to formalize tasks, accommodating the
training needs of the intern) depended on how engaged the
owner was with management successes and challenges, and
how defensive or reflective they were in response to
challenges or failure. Thus, individual learning abilities and
competence matter; it is likely that the value gained by a
microbusiness owner from a resource will be in part due to
learning competences and ability and individual attributions
of value (Kor et al., 2007; Foss et al., 2008).

There are several practical implications of this research.
Hosting an intern enables owners to have a learning
management by doing experience which provides themwith
valuable management competency and capability devel-
opment opportunities without the need to take time away
from running the business. However, these unforeseen
advantages could benefit from explicit promotion to mi-
crobusiness owners as a valuable outcome – the challenge of
management of an “untrained” intern is potentially the most
valuable benefit. This would require careful consideration
by those promoting internships and may necessitate addi-
tional resources or making training available to micro-
business owners, even though finding or making time to
attend training activities is very challenging for them
(Neeson et al., 2007). Communicating the “challenge” value
could be complemented by the other more utilitarian value
benefits of an intern, such as the fact that they offer mi-
crobusinesses the potential to access skilled labour and

knowledge specialists (Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001). This
increases the owner’s ability to meet strategic targets (Jones
and De Zubielqui, 2016) and creates further potential to
build dynamic capabilities if managed appropriately and
over time (Kurtmollaiev, 2017). Additionally, collaboration
with institutional partners (a) is a source of funding that
microbusinesses can use to meet resource constraints, and
(b) provides further complementary learning opportunities
such as experience and management of the collaborative
recruitment processes. Working with institutional partners
also builds additional forms of social capital, which has
been shown to be valuable for gaining access to resources
(Jones and Jayawarna, 2010; Ozdemir et al., 2016).

Conclusions

Until now, little has been known about the acquisition, use
or value of interns in microbusinesses (Jeske and Axtell,
2016) or the effect of business size on the conceptualization
of such resources and their value (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010;
Kellermanns et al., 2016). This study reduces those gaps and
makes important contributions towards better understand-
ing the anticipated and/or unforeseen value of human re-
sources, specifically interns, in the microbusiness context.
In addition, the practical implications of this research are
considerable.

The findings of this study indicate that the microbusiness
owners had to ‘make do’ (Baker and Nelson, 2005) with the
intern available to them and this resulted in an unforeseen
value gain opportunity to learn management by doing. Due
to limited financial resources and a dependence on third-
party institutional intermediaries, the human resource ac-
quired may not represent the “best” human resource option
and thus anticipated value was moderated by the intern in
question. Owing to this ‘make do’ requirement, and asso-
ciated mismatches in skills, knowledge and competing
intern role expectations, business activities and business
owners can experience owner–intern tension. Nevertheless,
and of most importance to this sample, ‘making do’ was an
unforeseen benefit resulting in personal learning oppor-
tunities. Owners enhanced their human and social capital
through management learning and capabilities development
and accessing networks for work opportunities and em-
ployees. Thus, recruiting an intern may have considerable
unforeseen benefits for the skills and knowledge develop-
ment of microbusiness owners; an area which has previ-
ously been identified as a significant limitation to the growth
potential of microbusinesses (Beaver and Jennings, 2001;
Kelliher and Reinl, 2009; Young, 2013). Notwithstanding
the potential for personal development gain value, there was
also evidence that the defensiveness or reflectiveness of the
owners had an impact on the attainment of such gains, and
this is a topic worthy of future research.
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In addition, owners were strategically motivated by
specific value considerations when seeking a temporary
(human) resource. First, they use interns as a low- or no-cost
human resource to meet business-related skills, expertise or
knowledge gaps. Second, as per previous research (e.g.
Winborg and Landström, 2001; Jones and Jayawarna,
2010), they use existing, and occasionally new, networks
to fill resource gaps. Thus, as these owners anticipated, an
intern offers a microbusiness owner the opportunity to
overcome some of the significant (financial) challenges
microbusinesses face when accessing (valuable) resources
(e.g. Jones and Jayawarna, 2010; Young, 2013).

Overall, the study findings indicate that the resource
value of an intern for a microbusiness encompasses both
anticipated and unforeseen value. This is an important
theoretical contribution, improving understanding of re-
source value – in particular regarding the use of temporary
resources, such as interns, in microbusinesses. Specifically,
unforeseen value gains may be particular to the learning
capacity of the owner, which is informed by the micro-
business context in which they operate. Future studies could
examine the importance of (dual) resource value and
learning capacity on the willingness of business owners to
develop other forms of capital, recruit “formal” employees,
pursue business growth strategies and tackle future mana-
gerial challenges. Furthermore, given that the importance of
management knowledge and skills is acknowledged in the
human resource management oriented literature (e.g.
Beaver and Jennings, 2001), it is surprising that the learning
value gained as a result of managing an intern was perceived
as unforeseen by this sample of microbusiness owners. This
suggests a gap between academic scholarship and the
practices of (micro)business owners, a fruitful area for
future research, and evidence of the importance of a wider
dissemination of academic scholarship.
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Appendix 1

Interview guide

1. About you and your business

a. What resources did you have in place when you
started your business?

b. Context of business creation (e.g. recession, etc…)
c. Human capital
d. Financial capital
e. Social capital

2. Business strategy and growth

a. Growth: seeking and history
b. What are your plans for the business for the next

year? Next 3 years? Next 5 years?
c. Bricolage (improvisation): How have you made do?
d. Bootstrapping (operate without financial help):

i. Have you received bank financing (to grow)?
What for? When? How much? Perceived or
actual constraint?

ii. How have you gained resources if not via
financing?
1. Internal
2. External

iii. Do you consider financing risky? If so, why?
e. Dynamic capabilities: Have you continued to use similar

approaches? What happened next? Do you continue to
recruit? Perceive this as a competitive advantage?

3. About the internship(s): benefits and limitations

a. Number of traditional interns
b. Duration
c. Location of internship
d. Internship role
e. Recruitment procedures – application and selection
f. Describe intern – background, education, any spe-

cific support needs
g. Training offered
h. Mentoring
i. Engaged?
j. Bonded with team?
k. Evaluation of the scheme – how, what were the

outcomes

4. Motivations, circumstances and networks

a. Why work with an intern? When?
b. How do interns support your long-term goals for

your business?
c. How does the use of internships support you dy-

namically (if at all?)
d. What factors influenced your decision to recruit an

intern?
e. What was going on in your business at the time?
f. Tell me more about your network
g. Do you know of other businesses that work with

interns?
h. Did you recruit from your network?

5. Demographic/business characteristics info
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