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Work-Integrated Learning in Non-Professional Degrees:
Evidence from Twelve Cohorts of Social Sciences Internships in Hong Kong
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Abstract

This study examines how credit-bearing internships embedded in social sciences programmes
can foster career readiness and improve graduate employability among undergraduates in Hong
Kong's performance-driven higher education system. Drawing on thematic analysis of longitudinal
data from five sources across twelve cohorts (2012-2023), comprising student evaluation surveys,
internship partner feedback, faculty reflective records, programme committee minutes, and
internship operation documents, we trace how internship experiences evolved across four
developmental phases: formative implementation, consolidation and expansion, pandemic
disruption, and post-pandemic adjustment. Guided by Kolb's (1984) experiential learning theory
and Holmes' (2013) graduate employability model, the analysis identifies five recurring thematic
categories: expectation alignment, skill development, theory-practice integration, supervision and
assessment, and institutional mediation, whose relative salience shifts across phases rather than
remaining stable. Our findings demonstrate that internship effectiveness depends not on
placement alone, but on sustained tripartite collaboration among students, faculty, and partner
organisations, and on active institutional mediation. The study further shows that internship
provision can generate unequal learning conditions where placements differ in task quality,
supervision, and financial support. The study contributes to international debates on work-
integrated learning in non-vocational degree programmes and offers transferable insights for
practitioners in comparable higher education contexts.

Keywords: Internship; Experiential learning; Employability; Hong Kong,; Work-integrated learning;
Tripartite collaboration

Introduction

The transition from university to employment has become an increasingly pressing concern for
higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide, particularly as labour markets grow more volatile
and employer expectations of graduates rise. This concern is especially acute for social sciences
graduates, whose degrees are often perceived as broad but insufficiently vocational— valued for
intellectual formation yet less relevant to employment markets than their professional counterparts
(The British Academy, 2017; 2022). In response, work-integrated learning and internships in
particular have been widely adopted across non-professional programmes as a mechanism for
bridging academic training and workplace preparation (Gault et al., 2000; Smith and Green, 2021).

Yet the literature on internships remains heavily concentrated on professional and vocational
degree programmes (e.g., medicine, engineering, social work, teacher education) where
placement is tied to occupational accreditation and a shared professional curriculum (Chang and
Chu, 2009; Shin et al., 2013). How structured internship schemes operate within generalist, non-
vocational degrees, what institutional conditions make them effective, and how students,
employers, and faculty negotiate their roles across time remain underexplored. This gap matters
empirically and practically as universities in many systems face intensifying pressure to
demonstrate graduate employability as a funding and reputational metric (Dunbar-Morris and



Lowe, 2023), and administrators of non-professional programmes are increasingly expected to
design internship experiences without the structured frameworks that professional programme
provide.

This paper addresses that gap through a longitudinal case study of an interdisciplinary social
sciences programme at a publicly funded university in Hong Kong. Since the mid-2010s, all
students in the program were required to complete a credit-bearing internship module of at least
200 hours with external industry, government, or non-governmental organisation (NGO) partners.
Drawing on thematic analysis of data collected across 12 cohorts (2012-2023), comprising
student evaluation surveys, internship partner feedback forms, and faculty reflective records, we
examine three research questions: (1) How have internship experiences and outcomes evolved
over time across different stakeholder groups? (2) What institutional and pedagogical conditions
shape whether internships in social sciences programmes produce meaningful experiential
learning? (3) How do tripartite dynamics among students, faculty, and host organisations support
or constrain employability development?

Hong Kong provides a particularly instructive context. Its higher education (HE) system is highly
competitive, with eight publicly funded universities subject to strong performance-based oversight
by the University Grants Committee (UGC), which has made graduate employment metrics
increasingly central to programme evaluation (Burns, 2020; Lo and Li, 2023). In this environment,
internship provision in generalist programmes is not merely a pedagogical decision but an
institutional strategy, one that simultaneously positions universities within regional knowledge and
innovation ecosystems through the triple-helix dynamics of university-industry-government
collaboration (Etzkowitz and Zhou, 2017; Garomssa, 2024). The case therefore offers
transferable lessons for comparable systems where employability pressures are reshaping non-
professional degree provision, particularly across the Asia-Pacific region (Lo, 2015; 2017).

The research team comprises five faculty members who have served in supervisory and
administrative roles for the internship scheme throughout its operation. This reflective-practitioner
positioning, combined with a longitudinal dataset spanning 12 years and three stakeholder groups,
enables an analysis that goes beyond programme description to examine the conditions under
which experiential learning succeeds, stalls, or fails, and what the implications are for comparable
institutions.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory and Holmes’ Employability Model

Two theoretical frameworks guide this study’s analytical approach. The first is Kolb’s (1984)
experiential learning theory, which conceptualises learning as an iterative four-stage cycle:
concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active
experimentation. Applied to internships, this framework implies that workplace placement alone
is insufficient for meaningful learning. Students must also have structured opportunities to reflect
on their experience, integrate it with prior conceptual knowledge, and experiment with new
behaviours— a cycle that depends on both the quality of the placement and the institutional
supports surrounding it. Internships that interrupt this cycle, for example through repetitive or
irrelevant tasks, inadequate supervision, or limited reflective guidance, may generate
engagement short of genuine learning. We use Kolb’s framework to interpret how different
institutional arrangements enabled or disrupted the learning cycle across our cohorts. Internship
experience, as the core praxis of this framework, enables students to connect academic



knowledge with application: the iterative process of “learning, doing, and reflecting” supports
personal discovery and growth (Simons et al., 2012; Lim and Mustafa, 2013).

The second framework is Holmes’ (2013) graduate employability model, which reorients attention
from “skills possession,” the assumption that a list of competencies can be acquired and
demonstrated, toward the more dynamic processes of identity construction and the negotiation of
graduate capital in workplace settings. For Holmes, employability is not a fixed attribute but an
ongoing achievement, shaped by how graduates position themselves in relation to professional
communities and labour market expectations. This is particularly relevant for social sciences
graduates, for whom the pathway from degree to career is rarely linear and the relevance of
academic content to specific occupational roles is seldom obvious. We draw on Holmes
throughout to interpret how internships function as sites where students begin to construct
employability identities, navigate workplace cultures, and negotiate the value of their academic
formation, including in cases where that negotiation is difficult or ambivalent.

Together, these frameworks position the analysis toward process rather than outcome, attending
equally to cases where learning is disrupted, supervision weak, or identity formation frustrated. In
what follows, Kolb’s four-stage cycle guides the account of how internship conditions enabled or
disrupted learning across four developmental phases, while Holmes' identity model considers how
students came to position themselves as future graduates over time.

Internships in HE: From Professional to Non-Professional Degrees

Internships have become an established component of university-industry engagement in
professional degree programmes worldwide, where placement is typically tied to occupational
accreditation, providing students with a shared professional curriculum and clear benchmarks for
competence (Chang and Chu, 2009; Smith and Smith, 2010; Shin et al., 2013; Rawlinson and
Dewhurst, 2013). Beyond individual development, internships in professional fields serve
institutional functions by strengthening university-industry partnerships and contributing to the
“entrepreneurial university” and “triple helix” dynamics prominent in HE strategy (Etzkowitz and
Zhou, 2017; Ferreira and Steenkamp, 2015; Garomssa, 2024). For employers, hosting interns
provides an efficient pipeline for evaluating prospective hires (Smith and Green, 2021; Gauthier,
2024).

The extension of internship models to non-professional degrees, including social sciences, is a
more recent and less theorised development. In the absence of an occupational accreditation
framework, the relationship between degree content and internship tasks is less pre-defined, and
the burden of making that clear connection falls more heavily on institutional design and individual
student reflection (Grantz and Thomas, 1996). Employers hosting social sciences students
typically value dispositions and generic competencies (e.g., adaptability, communication, critical
thinking, teamwork) rather than discipline-specific knowledge, creating a structural challenge for
theory-practice integration. This challenge has become more salient as demand for “soft skills”
grows alongside technical literacy in an era of Al-driven automation (Dondi et al., 2021; Castrillon,
2022). The expanding connections between HEIls and industries in non-professional fields have
accordingly been welcomed by university management and funding bodies as a mechanism for
demonstrating graduate outcomes, as what Dunbar-Morris and Lowe (2023) describe as the
“value for money” logic now applied to degree programmes. Faculty members have also found
that such partnerships generate opportunities for knowledge exchange and network building
beyond academia (O’'Dwyer et al., 2023; Marques et al., 2024).

Context: Internships in Hong Kong’s Social Sciences Programmes



Hong Kong's Performance-Driven HE Context

Hong Kong’s HEI system is structured around eight publicly funded universities overseen by the
University Grants Committee (UGC), which distributes funding and sets performance
expectations. Since the 2010s, demographic decline and the expansion of degree places have
intensified competition among institutions, placing graduate employability outcomes at the centre
of institutional strategy and funding negotiations (Burns, 2020; Lo and Li, 2023). University
management has accordingly sought to enhance programme competitiveness through curriculum
reform, industry outreach, and the embedding of work-integrated learning modules.

Employability has consequently become a salient concern across many degree programmes in
Hong Kong, with learning and assessment increasingly framed in terms of work-related outcomes.
It is important, however, to distinguish two senses of "vocational" that are frequently conflated in
both policy discourse and academic writings. The first refers to technical and vocational education
and training (VET) as a distinct educational sector or tracking system. Research from China and
comparable contexts demonstrates that VET participation can carry social stigma and is
commonly associated with lower socioeconomic status and academic prestige (Wang and Guo,
2019; Wang, 2022). Students in such systems often perceive academic degree pathways as
preferable, a preference shaped not simply by what they learn but by how their credentials are
socially valued. This distinction matters when interpreting claims about "vocationalism" in HE.

The second, and analytically distinct, sense is what we term vocationalization within HE— a policy
and curricular orientation in which universities, including those offering academic and generalist
programmes, increasingly organise learning around demonstrated graduate outcomes, “career
readiness,” and labour-market relevance through employability skills, work-integrated learning,
and outcomes-oriented assessment. This vocationalization does not redirect students into VET
tracks. Rather, it reframes the purposes and performance metrics of academic study within the
university sector itself (Smith and Smith, 2010). Critically, this pressure can intensify precisely
because students and families continue to value academic degrees: universities face growing
expectations from students, employers, and policymakers to demonstrate how non-professional
programmes promote employability, even when degrees carry no occupational accreditation. It is
in this second sense— vocationalization as a policy logic applied to academic programmes —
that characterises the Hong Kong HE landscape, making credit-bearing internships a strategic
institutional response rather than merely a curricular enhancement.

Social Sciences Internships in Hong Kong's Universities

Building on the model established in professional programmes, social sciences curriculum
planners in Hong Kong's HEIs began introducing internship modules in the 2010s to foster career
readiness and develop the transferable generic skills demanded across a range of industry
contexts. Most social sciences programmes' prospectuses stated goals such as addressing
“societal needs” through training oriented toward career readiness and employability. These
internships vary in structure: some are credit-bearing, others voluntary; some offer remuneration
to students, others do not; some are undertaken during term time, others in the summer. Despite
this diversity, most schemes make explicit reference to internationally recognised competency
frameworks, such as the U.S. National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE), and
emphasise generic attributes including communication, teamwork, problem-solving, adaptability,
and time management (Scholz et al., 2004).



The typical operational model involves students selecting from a list of vacancies offered by
partner organisations, completing a supervised placement of at least 150-200 hours, and
submitting reflective assignments (e.g., learning logs, internship reports, or presentations)
assessed by both an academic supervisor and an industry mentor. Faculty members serving as
internship coordinators manage the placement cycle, broker and sustain university-industry
relationships, run preparatory workshops on résumé writing and workplace etiquette, and conduct
mid-placement visits. This tripartite structure, in which students, faculty, and host organisations
each carry defined responsibilities, is the institutional form that our case study analyses across
years of implementation, and it is the configuration through which Kolb's experiential learning
cycle and Holmes' identity-formation processes are either supported or disrupted.

Methodology
Research Design and Positionality

This study adopts a reflective-practitioner approach combined with grounded theoretical coding
techniques to analyse longitudinal qualitative and structured data collected across 12 years of
internship programme administration. The research team comprises five faculty members who
have served in supervisory, coordinative, and programme-leadership roles since the scheme's
inception in the mid-2010s, with one author serving as programme leader for five years during a
period of substantial transformation. This dual positioning, as both administrators and researchers,
affords unique insider access to programme development, the logistical challenges of tripartite
coordination, and the evolving mindsets of successive student cohorts. It also introduces the risk
of confirmatory bias and promotional framing. To mitigate these risks, we anonymised all student
and partner data, and incorporated negative and critical cases as analytically constitutive rather
than incidental.

Data Sources

The dataset begins in 2012, when the first cohort of students admitted to the programme (from
the 2010 intake) undertook their credit-bearing summer internship; no prior records exist because
the programme had not yet produced students at the internship stage. Across the 12 cohorts
(2012-2023), approximately 670 students completed the internship, generating 554 student
evaluation survey responses (response rate approximately 80%), over 150 partner organisation
evaluation forms from 20-38 participating organisations annually, and an archive of programme
committee minutes and internship operation documents spanning the full period. Table 1
summarises these data sources, and analytical uses. Throughout the findings, sources are
attributed using the shorthand labels in Table 1, followed by the relevant year or year range (e.g.,
Student Comment, 2017; Partner Survey, 2019). Quotations presented in the findings were
selected to represent the range of experiential patterns identified through coding, including
positive, mixed, and critical cases, and are attributed by year and source type. Student and partner
names, and organisational identifiers have been removed or replaced with generic descriptors.

Table 1. Overview of Data Sources and Analytical Scope (2012-2023)



Data source Period Nature of data Analytical use

Student Surveys 2012-2023 | Students’ evaluation on learning | Identification of recurrent themes
outcomes, supervision, in skill development, identity
internship arrangements etc. formation, supervision quality,

and perceived fairness

Student Comments | 2012-2023 | Students’ qualitative comments | Open and focused coding of
on experiences, skills acquired, | emergent experiential patterns

challenges, and career clarity and critical cases

Partner Surveys 2012-2023 | Internship partners’ ratings on Cross-actor comparison of
interns’ performance, and expectations, performance, and
programme design etc. institutional fit

Partner Comments | 2012-2023 | Internship partners’ qualitative Identification of convergences
comments on supervision of and tensions between student
interns, interns’ skill readiness and partners’ perspectives
and gaps etc.

Programme 2012-2023 | Periodic internship evaluations, | Contextualisation of institutional

Committee Minutes and discussion of follow-up responses and learning

and Internship actions, design changes by the

Review programme management team

Analytical Approach

Data were analysed using an inductive coding approach informed by grounded theory principles
(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Initial open coding was conducted across all data
sources to identify recurring experiences, concerns, and learning outcomes, including both
positive and critical remarks. Through focused coding, these initial codes were iteratively grouped
into higher-order analytical categories: expectation alignment, skill development, theory-practice
integration, supervision and assessment, and institutional mediation. In selective coding,
relationships among these categories were examined to identify the study’s core analytical claim
that internship effectiveness in non-professional degree programmes depends not on placement
alone but on active institutional mediation across the tripartite relationship among students,
faculty, and host organisations. The five categories and their integration into a broader account,
emerged inductively from the data rather than being imposed a priori, though theories of
experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and graduate employability (Holmes, 2013) served as
sensitising concepts that informed the interpretive lens.

To ensure rigour we stepped back regularly to treat provisional categories as contingent, revising
them whenever incoming data challenged prior groupings. Constant comparison was applied
systematically across the three stakeholder groups (students, internship partners, and faculty) so
that convergences and tensions between actor perspectives surfaced analytically rather than
being resolved in favour of a single voice. A team member (the third author) also cross-checked
and audited the coding process to confirm that categories were grounded in the raw data.
Quantitative indicators from the Likert-scale survey items, including satisfaction percentages, skill
self-assessments, and career clarity scores, are used selectively throughout the findings to



contextualise qualitative patterns at key cohort junctures, while the qualitative corpus carries the
main analytical weight.

While the five core thematic categories remained analytically stable across cohorts, their relative
salience varied substantially over time, reflecting changes in institutional arrangements, external
conditions, and students' positioning within the internship process. This longitudinal variation in
salience is itself an important finding, underscoring the distinctive nature of internships in non-
professional social sciences programmes, where learning outcomes are not anchored to
occupational certification but are continuously negotiated through institutional mediation,
placement design, and broader socio-economic conditions.

Findings: Internship in Four Phases (2012-2023)

Our findings are organised into four distinct phases, each shaped by institutional, contextual, and
pedagogical conditions particular to that phase. Within each, analysis (and discussion in the next
section) is structured around five inductively derived thematic categories: expectation alignment,
skill development, theory-practice integration, supervision and assessment, and institutional
mediation. Evidence is drawn from the data sources Table 1 shows.

Table 2. Partner Satisfaction and Student Learning Indicators (2012-2023)

Partner Partners’ Internship Kn_owledge &
skills helpful Core self-
Year surveyed overall well- for Phase reported skills '
(N) satisfaction organised internship*™
100% (Very Sat.
2012 20 16.7% + Sat. 44.2% 53.5 | 48.8%
83.3%)
100% (Very Sat.
2013 20 16.7% + Sat. 68.9% 65.6% | 57.4% Task .
83.3%) as .management,
Formative basic team\{vork;
100% (Very Sat. report writing;
2014 24 25% + Sat. 80% 62% | 66% communication
75%)
100% (Very Sat.
2015 20 46.2% + Sat. 94.1% 76.5% | 76.5%
53.8%)
100% (Very Sat.
2016 25 53.9% + Sat. 82.8% 64.1% | 68.8% o
46.1%) Problem-solving;
communication
100% (Very Sat (written & oral);
' L leadership; critical
2017 28 52.9% + Sat. 83.6% 59.7% | 56.7% | Consolidatio thinkina: dat
47.1%) n & e
expansion analysis; -
100% (Very Sat. networking with
2018 23 46.2% + Sat. 91.3% 84.8% | 93.5% 9
53.8%)




100% (Very Sat.
2019 25 53.3% + Sat. 85.7% 85.7% | 85.7%
46.7%)
86.7% (Very
2020 38 Sat. 46.7% + 59.5% 59.4% | 59.4%
Sat. 40%)
Self-organisation;
83.3% (Very Pandemic digital literacy;
2021 34 Sat. 50% + Sat. 76.3% 71.1% | 76.3% disruptions | resilience; proactive
33.3%) communication
83.3% (Very
2022 28 Sat. 33.3% + 66.7% 66.6% | 80%
Sat. 52.40/0)
Interpersonal skills;
100% (Very Sat. Post- persuasion;
2023 28 72.7% + Sat. 100% 93.8% | 100% pandemic reflective practice;
27.3%) adjustment adaptability;
professional values

Source: Authors’ compilation from student surveys and comments (2012-2023) and programme committee
minutes and operation documents (2012-2023).

* Partners' satisfaction figures represent the combined “Very Satisfied + Satisfied” percentage from partner
evaluation forms

** Student self-evaluation data; percentage reporting Agree, or above in end-of-internship surveys.

T These skills reflect the most frequently cited competencies in student open-ended responses in each
phase.

Formative Phase (2012-2015): Expectation Alignment and Early Tensions

The formative years of internship were characterised not by failure of student effort, but by
institutional underdevelopment. The programme was able to mobilise placements and generate
meaningful learning for some students, but expectation alignment, theory-practice linkage, and
assessment comparability remained significantly uneven. These features are consistent with what
Billett (2011) identifies as the “relational contingency” of workplace learning, or the degree to
which learning outcomes depend on the alignment of institutional guidance, supervisory practice,
and student readiness.

Partner satisfaction data from the formative years, although collected with a less standardised
instrument than later years, already demonstrates a consistent baseline. All partners were either
“very satisfied” (16.7%) or “satisfied” (83.3%) with student intern performance in the programme’s
first partner survey record. They viewed students as “very helpful,” working “efficiently and
independently,” and noted that they “demonstrated high calibre in learning new knowledge.” Most
responding organizations confirmed willingness to offer placements the following years, providing
an early indicator of partnership sustainability (Table 2; Partner Surveys and Comments, 2012
and 2013).

Yet even within this positive picture, the early years’ data also revealed structural tension. Some
partners noted that the internship would be more productive if both organisations and students
had clearer mutual understanding of roles and expectations before placement began, a recurring



theme that would inform later programme development. They also requested greater involvement
in candidate selection, signals that partner engagement, while broadly positive, already required
active institutional management (Partner Survey 2012 and 2013). One commented that “the
internship schedule was too tight, making it difficult for students to complete their assigned tasks
fully” (Partner Surveys and Comments, 2014 and 2015).

As well, student feedback from the earliest cohorts repeatedly pointed to ambiguity around task
scope and placement choice. In 2012, students raised concerns about an “unfair and non-
transparent internship system” and noted that “the requirements of different internship partners
are not clear enough,” generating uncertainty in selecting a suitable internship that align well with
students’ preferences (Student Comment, 2012). These concerns reflected a typical expectation-
alignment problem, in which students were uncertain not about workload per se, but about
whether their placement would offer a coherent learning experience relevant to their programme
of study. Student survey data are consistent with this picture. Ratings of programme organisation
and of the degree’s knowledge relevance to placement both remained modest at best (Table 2),
reflecting the uneven institutional support of the formative phase.

In fact, even within these early years, there were uneven experiences across placements. Some
students described their organisation as “a good place to adopt what | have learnt from the lecture
into the working environment,” explicitly crediting both the placement design and academic
supervisor support for helping them connect coursework to workplace practice. These positive
cases were not evenly shared, however. The contrast between well-managed placements and
those offering little supervisory structure or role clarity foreshadowed what would become a
persistent equity concern throughout the decade.

A second recurring theme from students was the challenge of translating social science learning
into workplace outputs. Several students explicitly challenged the requirement to link internship
work with academic content when the placement itself did not naturally demonstrate disciplinary
connections. A 2012 student described how placement mismatch made it “quite difficult to link my
internship with my course.” Similar remarks appeared in 2014-15, with students noting that
coursework requirements were “difficult to relate theories to the internship duty,” and that
communication between the institution and certain host organisations was “not enough” (Student
Comments, 2012-2015). This highlights a structural dilemma. Unlike professional placements,
internships in social sciences programmes do not build on a pre-existing vocational consensus
about what students should learn and do. Theory-practice integration therefore becomes an
institutional objective that must be actively promoted, not an automatic outcome of placement.

Because the internship was credit-bearing from the outset, students were also alert to fairness in
assessment. Feedback from 2012 called for evaluation forms to be filled by supervisor and made
visible to students, and raised concerns about “unfair payment” and uneven subsidies across
placements. Partners, too, questioned whether grading could be equitable given variation in
supervisors and work environments, and suggested that, if grades were required, they should rest
on shared outputs assessed against a common academic standard (Student Survey and
Comment 2012).

These concerns prompted early institutional responses. Programme Committee meetings in 2014
and 2015 formally discussed transport and meal allowance disparities and asked faculty
management to explore possible subsidies, an early recognition that equity in participation
conditions mattered as much as equity in assessment (Programme Committee Minutes, 2014-
2015). In fact, the question of paid versus unpaid placements added a further dimension. The
programme’s predominantly NGO and civil society’s partnership base meant that stipends were
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limited and unevenly available, a structural feature that became more salient as cohort sizes grew
and the range of placements widened.

Taken together, the formative phase is best characterised as one of institutional emergence. The
infrastructure for tripartite collaboration existed but had not yet been routineised, leaving learning
outcomes heavily dependent on placement-specific circumstances rather than consistent
programme-level support. Two thematic concerns were most salient in this phase: expectation
alignment between students, partners and the programme, and theory-practice integration, which
could not be assumed given the non-vocational nature of social sciences placements. In Kolb’s
(1984) terms, the formative phase disrupted the learning cycle at its first stage. Without a coherent
institutional framework for placement, many students could not readily translate concrete
experience into structured reflection, let alone progress toward abstract conceptualisation. The
core skills students reported, such as task management, basic teamwork, report writing, reflect
this early-stage character (Table 2).

Consolidation and Expansion (2016-2019): Skill Articulation and Identity Formation

The consolidation phase marked a shift in how students experienced and understood their
internships. As programme infrastructure matured, with pre-internship workshops, standardised
evaluation instruments, and more structured placement-matching protocols introduced in
response to earlier partner feedback, students increasingly viewed the internship as an
opportunity for transferable skill development and career exploration rather than an ambiguous
workplace exposure. By 2018, partners were recommending joint mid-term reviews involving
academic supervisors and students together, recognising that standardised forms alone were
insufficient without structured three-way conversation to calibrate expectations and provide early
support (Partner Survey, 2018).

Partner satisfaction data was consistently positive. From 2017-2019, all surveyed organisations
rated student performance as very satisfied or satisfied, and confirmed willingness to offer
placements the following years (Table 2; Partner Surveys, 2017-2019; Programme Committee
Minutes, 2019). Partners described students as “willing to learn,” possessing “good teamwork
spirit,” and able to complete tasks with minimum supervision. Several noted that students “are
able to apply their theoretical knowledge in a practical way”, a notable contrast with the
expectation-alignment and theory-practice difficulties as evident in the formative years (Partner
Comments, 2017-2019).

Student survey data pointed in the same direction. By 2018, near-universal agreement was
recorded that organisations provided genuine learning opportunities (97.8%) and that the
internship enabled knowledge and skills consolidation (above 85% for 2018-19) (Table 2; Student
Survey, 2018). Qualitative responses also showed a shift in how students described their learning.
Rather than listing generic competencies, they narrated development in specific, situated terms.
One intern recounted that the placement “taught me how to write business emails appropriately
and effectively present my ideas in face-to-face meetings with my supervisor”; another described
learning to “work according to the directives from above and collaborate across many teams and
departments” in a large NGO and government contexts (Student Comments, 2018). These
accounts suggest that students were becoming more capable of naming and evaluating what they
had learned, the kind of reflective articulation that is particularly valued in non-professional
graduate employment contexts (O'Dwyer et al., 2023). In Kolb’s (1984) terms, this points to a
more consistent progression from concrete experience toward reflective observation, a
meaningful advance on the formative years where such movement had been uneven across
placements. The expanded skill repertoire recorded in Table 2 for this phase (e.g., problem-
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solving, critical thinking, data analysis) points to the more differentiated self-awareness that
consolidation made possible.

A second pattern is students’ use of the internship as a reality test for career identity. Survey data
show that the share of respondents reporting a clear career preference increased following
internship completion (Student Surveys, 2017-2019), and qualitative responses reflected both
affirmation and critical self-examination. One intern described the workplace as “a big theater of
persuasion,” defining employability as the capacity to convince employers, colleagues, and
oneself through communication, adaptability, and resilience: "We not only need to convince
others... sometimes, we need to persuade and motivate ourselves, too.” Another intern
acknowledged being “afraid of proactively voicing out my thoughts” and noted that “the reality in
the work field might not be so romantic” (Student Comments, 2017-2019). These reflections
illustrate that internships in social sciences can generate critical self-knowledge rather than mere
affirmation of one' s capacity. It is consistent with Holmes's (2013) graduate employability model,
in which students are not simply acquiring competencies but actively constructing a professional
self-narrative and positioning themselves in relation to organisational norms and career
expectations.

Institutional development during this phase also showed a maturing feedback pattern. A 2017
university-level graduate review provided independent corroboration, with graduates identifying
“cooperation and teamwork,” “social interaction skills,” and “positive personality” as their three
highest-rated post-graduation competencies, a profile consistent with what internship experience
in non-professional programmes is designed to cultivate (Programme Committee Minutes, 2017-
2018). Acting on student and partner feedback, the programme also introduced a technical report-
writing workshop after these skill gaps were flagged, an example of the responsive, iterative
development characteristic of the consolidation phase (Partner and Student Comments, 2018).

Despite overall consolidation, critical voices persisted. Students continued to raise concerns
about task relevance, workload intensity, and the unequal physical demands of certain
placements (Student Comments, 2016-2019). Financial equity remained unresolved. Requests
for on-the-job allowances, first raised at committee level in 2014, were still outstanding. Some
placements in partners with outdoor activities required “strong physical ability,” raising questions
about whether students with health limitations or those assigned to more demanding sites faced
different learning conditions (Student Surveys and Comments, 2016-2019). Nonetheless, the
consolidation phase is most clearly distinguished by the salience of skill development as a
thematic concern, in which students were not only completing placements but articulating,
reflecting on, and in some cases critically evaluating what they had learned. These concerns are
a reminder that because placements are heterogeneous and not anchored to a professional
accreditation framework, active institutional mediation of expectation alignment and learning
conditions remains necessary even during years of relative organisational stability.

Pandemic Disruption (2020-2022): Isolation, and Unequal Learning Conditions

The 2020-2022 period brought the programme’s latent structural vulnerabilities most sharply into
view. In Summer 2020, interns were expected to complete placements across 38 partner
organisations as planned. However, COVID-19 social distancing restrictions in Hong Kong meant
that several partners requiring outdoor or face-to-face operations, including social service
providers, environmental education centres, and elderly care organisations, could not sustain
standard arrangements. Four students at one community-facing partner completed 150-160
hours of on-site internship before the site closed, far below the expected 200 hours of service
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hours. Others transitioned abruptly to work-from-home (WFH) arrangements not originally
envisaged in their placement agreements (Programme Internship Review, September 2020).

A formal internal review conducted in September 2020 identified five operational challenges,
including the inapplicability of WFH for environment- and interaction-dependent placements,
premature (or short-noticed) termination of some placements; high supervisor turnover at certain
organisations; large variation in required service hours; and, most critically, reduced
communication between academic supervisors and student interns. The review noted that “almost
all interns had not consulted with their academic supervisor in advance as they experienced the
pandemic disruptions,” suggesting that the supervisory relationships of the programme had
partially broken down (Programme Internship Review, September 2020).

Student survey and qualitative feedback corroborates this account. Students repeatedly
described WFH arrangements as creating a “total absence of working atmosphere,” with reduced
interaction as the defining limitation of their experience. Job tasks were frequently characterised
as “less challenging and repetitive,” with specific examples including routine data entry, phone
calling, and stocktaking. A minority of students used strongly negative terms in open-ended
responses, including “worst learning experience" and “wasting time and efforts” (Student Surveys
and Comments, 2020-2021). While not representative of the cohort as a whole, these constitute
important negative cases signalling dissatisfaction severe enough to warrant sustained
institutional attention, particularly where they coincide with accounts of repetitive task allocation
and minimal supervisory contact.

Partner feedback points in the same direction. They noted that “learning and supervision become
harder without a physical interface,” and that even regular online meetings “cannot fully facilitate
coaching of interns.” One partner observed that interns “must come equipped with basic skills”
such as managing email and prioritising tasks in order to function effectively under remote
conditions, a demand that implicitly disadvantages students with less prior workplace exposure
(Partner Survey and Comment, 2020). In Kolb’s (1984) terms, COVID-19 did not simply reduce
placement hours. It disrupted the relational conditions, notably supervisory contact, physical co-
presence, informal feedback, through which reflective observation and active experimentation
ordinarily occur, leaving many students without the necessary institutional supports to move
beyond the first stage of the learning cycle.

The pandemic also reinforced structural inequalities as in earlier phases. WFH capacity was itself
unevenly distributed. Students from lower-income households or smaller living spaces faced
greater difficulties maintaining productive working environments, while those placed at
organisations with stronger digital infrastructure fared considerably better than those in smaller
and resource-constrained partners with limited remote working capacity. The disruption of
placement stipends at some partners also had direct financial consequences for students who
had relied on them (Student Surveys and Comments, 2020-2021).

Faculty reflections from this period also shed light on the particular challenges facing students
during this time. A colleague observed that students “experienced social isolation during
pandemic, thus having fewer opportunities to work closely with others” (Programme Committee
Minutes, 2021). This informed the programme’s decision to strengthen pre-internship preparation.
The September 2020 review proposed mandatory pre-placement meetings between academic
supervisors and interns, and skills-readiness checks at the end of each pre-internship workshop
(Programme Internship Review, September 2020). Together, these adjustments reflected the
programme's capacity to learn from difficulty and respond institutionally. Notably, the skills
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students reported have shifted toward self-organisation, digital communication, and resilience
(Table 2), reflecting the adaptive demands of remote and disrupted placement.

As a result of these disruptions, partner satisfaction fell to approximately 83-87% (Table 2), and
student ratings of internship organisation and the relevance of degree knowledge to placement
tasks declined noticeably relative to the consolidation phase. Of the five thematic concerns,
supervision and assessment was the most salient in this phase. The pandemic did not simply
reduce learning opportunities, it made the quality and continuity of supervisory relationships the
decisive issue in determining whether meaningful learning occurred at all. The declines underlined
how dependent the tripartite model is on regular and sustained interaction among all three parties.

Post-Pandemic Adjustment (2023): Institutional Learning and Persistent Tensions

By 2023, survey indicators suggest partial but substantive recovery. Programme organisation was
rated satisfactory or above by 82.8% of student respondents, up markedly from the pandemic-era
low of 59.5%, and 92.2% reported having learned appropriate professional values and behaviours
during their placement (Student Survey, 2023). Partner satisfaction returned to near pre-
pandemic levels, with 100% of responding supervisors expressing satisfaction (Table 2).

This recovery is most visible in student accounts of how the programme itself operated. One intern
described the departmental arrangements in notably specific terms: “The department provided
me with a vast network of partner organizations... arranged briefing sessions... [and] keep
tracking the progress of my work at the agency... a faculty member, as an academic supervisor,
would visit my workplace to discuss in detail and evaluate my performance together with my on-
site supervisor” (Student Comment, 2023). This account suggests how tripartite coordination,
involving pre-placement briefing, ongoing monitoring, and dual-party evaluation, had been
present in earlier years but became more explicitly articulated and consistently applied in the post-
pandemic phase. Recovery, in other words, was achieved through institutionalised routines rather
than through any assumption that placements would deliver comparable learning on their own. In
Kolb’s (1984) terms, these practices represent a deliberate effort to support all four stages of the
experiential learning cycle, rather than leaving any stage to emerge from the placement encounter
alone.

Partners’ comments in 2023 also conveyed appreciation for students’ enthusiasm and
communication skills, while flagging gaps in “basic knowledge and skills” and requesting more
practical preparation before placement begins (Partner Survey and Comment, 2023). This
recurring tension between positive relational performance and weaker practical preparation is
structurally characteristic of internships embedded in non-professional degrees, reflecting the
ongoing difficulty of translating social science curricula into diverse workplace contexts rather than
any simple deficit on the part of students.

Student reflections from the post-pandemic cohort engaged this tension with some sophistication.
Several described learning to navigate the gap between the workplace expectations and the
demands that organisational life actually makes. As one intern concluded: “We not only need to
convince others to believe in us... sometimes, we need to persuade and motivate ourselves, too”
(Student Comment, 2023). The re-emergence of this kind of identity-construction language in
2023, largely absent during the pandemic, points to a resumption of the process Holmes (2013)
describes, in which students position themselves relative to professional communities and begin
negotiating the value of their academic formation in workplace settings. The 2023 skill profile,
from interpersonal skills, persuasion, reflective practice, adaptability, and professional values
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(Table 2), is the most sophisticated recorded across the cohorts, consistent with the identity-
formation emphasis of this phase.

Placement variability, nonetheless, remains a persistent concern. A non-trivial minority expressed
neutral or dissatisfied responses on key learning outcome items, including 17.2% neutral and
4.7% dissatisfied on knowledge and skills consolidation, indicating that some students continue
to experience weaker learning alignment or less supportive supervisory environments (Student
Survey, 2023). As one faculty member observed: “I always remind them that different institutions
have different strengths and that they should do their best, whether they are sent to a small or big
organization” (Programme Committee Minutes, 2023). While it is the programme’s aspiration to
ensure equitable engagement across all placements, the data suggest that learning outcomes
continue to vary. Of the five thematic concerns, institutional mediation was the most salient in this
phase. The recovery was not self-generating, but an outcome of deliberate, structured programme
intervention across briefing, supervision, and assessment.

Cross-Cutting Theme: Equity, Mismatches, and the Limits of Internship

Across all four phases, recurring concerns about equity and placement failure warrant explicit
analytical treatment. Three issues are particularly consequential.

First, the paid/unpaid divide is a persistent structural feature of the programme's partner network.
The majority of partners are NGOs, social enterprises, and civic organisations that do not offer
stipends. Students consistently raised concerns about transport costs and the financial burden of
extended unpaid commitments (Student Surveys and Comments, 2012-2023). The issue was
noted by the Programme Committee as early as 2014, re-emerged in the 2019 assessment review,
and remained unresolved by 2023 (Programme Committee Minutes, 2014-2023). Students from
lower-income backgrounds face greater barriers to accepting certain placements and are less
able to absorb these costs. While the programme’s credit-bearing structure ensures minimum
universal participation, the distribution of learning quality across the partner portfolio is not
socioeconomically neutral. In Holmes’ (2013) terms, this produces inequality not just in placement
conditions but in the employability identity formation process itself. Students with fewer financial
resources may complete the required hours while being less able to engage in the reflective and
self-positioning work through which graduate capital is actually constructed.

Second, task mismatch is the most frequently documented form of placement failure. Mismatches
took several forms. Physical demands inappropriate for certain students; tasks irrelevant to
programme themes; and organisational dysfunction at some host sites (Student Surveys, 2016-
2020). These include, for example, cases in which supervisors provided “weak and inconsistent
supports”; sites where interns were assigned tasks the programme committee acknowledged
were “not relevant to major themes.” In the most serious cases, students described their
experience using terms such as “abuse” and “torture.” They point to cases where the
programme’s monitoring mechanisms failed to intervene early enough.

Third, the programme’s monitoring architecture has responded to these concerns incrementally.
From 2014 onwards, successive measures were introduced, including closer liaison with
organisations where supervision was flagged as weak; mid-term supervisory reviews; mandatory
online learning log entries; academic supervisor site visits; and, following the 2020 review, pre-
placement readiness checks (Programme Committee Minutes, 2014-19; Programme Internship
Review, 2020). In 2022, a partner proposed a mandatory student action plan at the start of
placement to anchor mid-term and final evaluations in pre-defined goals, formalising what had
previously relied on informal expectation-setting (Partner Comment, 2022). The 2019 assessment
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review also tightened evaluation rubrics in response to grade inflation concerns (Programme
Committee Minutes, 2019). Each of these interventions can be understood as an institutional
effort to protect the conditions Kolb's (1984) learning cycle requires, ensuring that concrete
experience is adequately supervised, that reflective observation is prompted through structured
dialogue, and that the cycle does not stall through task mismatch or supervisory absence.

These incremental reforms reflect genuine institutional responsiveness. Whether they have
systematically reduced poor-quality placements, however, is difficult to determine from
satisfaction data alone. While aggregate satisfaction scores have improved, a minority of students
continue to experience weak supervisory support or task mismatch. The continued presence of
negative cases in 2023 suggests the latter remains a concern. Across all four phases, equity
emerges as the cross-cutting concern that runs beneath all five thematic dimensions, each
operates differently, and delivers unequal returns, depending on placement quality and student
circumstance. Achieving greater consistency across a diverse partner portfolio remains the
programme's most structurally persistent challenge.

Discussion
Shifting Salience of Thematic Categories Across Four Phases

The first and analytically distinctive finding is that the five thematic categories identified through
grounded coding did not operate with uniform prominence across the internship's four phases
under analysis. Rather than treating expectation alignment, skill development, theory-practice
integration, supervision and assessment, and institutional mediation as parallel and stable
dimensions of internship experience over the years, the longitudinal data reveal a shifting
hierarchy of salience in which each category becomes most prominent when the conditions that
generate it are most acute. Table 3 shows this variation and offers an interpretive note for each
theme.

Table 3. Relative Salience of Five Thematic Categories Across Four Phases

Thematic Phase 1 | Phase 2 | Phase 3 | Phase 4

Category | 2012-15 | 2016-19 | 2020-22 | 2023+ NotclomshiflingiSallence

Dominant at outset when programme
lacked structured matching and pre-
Expectation placement briefing; progressively

. [ X X J (X J [ ] [ J . . . .
alignment managed through institutional routines
but never fully resolved across
heterogeneous placements.

Most prominent in consolidation when
students recognise specific competency
° oee ° oo gains; partially suppressed during
pandemic by remote and repetitive task
conditions; re-emerges in recovery.

Skill
development

Acute early when disciplinary
connections are ambiguous; recedes
oo ' ° ') mid-period as placement quality
improves; returns as persistent
challenge after the pandemic where

Theory-practice
integration
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Thematic Phase 1 | Phase 2 | Phase 3 | Phase 4 . .

Category | 2012-15 | 2016-19 | 2020-22 | 2023+ NS G ST e e
partner critiques of knowledge
application recur.

Most salient during pandemic when
supervision& |, | 0| see | es | challongg, sxposng supensory
assessment Lo 9T i

fragility; assessment fairness concerns

run through all periods but peak in crisis.

Grows more prominent as the

programme learns; reaches highest
Institutional salience in pandemic (reactive) and

. 2w [ ] (X J [ X ] [ X X ] . .
mediation post-pandemic (proactive) phases. The
clearest marker of programme
maturation.

Key: e®e = primary theme in this phase; ee = analytically significant; e = present but background.
Source: Authors' thematic analysis of data sources (see Table 1).

The pattern in Table 3 carries several implications of broader relevance to internship design and
management. First, the progressive rise of institutional mediation as a salience category across
all four phases, from relatively background in the formative phase to dominant after the pandemic,
is not simply a story of programme improvement. It reflects a structural feature of internships in
non-professional degrees. Because there is no pre-existing vocational consensus about what
students should learn and do in the workplace, the institution must actively construct and maintain
that alignment, through briefing, matching, supervision, and assessment, rather than assuming it
will emerge from placement participation alone. These works do not become less important as
the programme matures. They become more visible, more differentiated, and more indispensable.

Second, the pandemic period’s sharp increase of supervision and assessment salience is best
understood not as an anomaly but as a stress test that exposed fragility in supervisory
relationships that were functioning adequately under normal conditions, but proved fragile once
sustained interaction among all three parties was absent. Third, the recurrence of theory-practice
integration as a concern in both the formative and post-pandemic phases, despite a decade of
programme development between them, suggests that this tension is intrinsic to social science
placements rather than a problem that institutional learning can solve once and for all.

These patterns resonate with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning framework. In the formative
phase, the salience of expectation alignment can be traced to the disruptions at the concrete
experience stage of the learning cycle, in which students could not engage in productive reflective
observation because the terms of the experience itself were unclear. The prominence of skill
development in the consolidation phase points to a more consistent progression from concrete
experience toward reflective observation and, in some cases, the beginnings of abstract
conceptualisation amongst students, as they became more capable of identifying, situating and
reflecting on what they had learned. The pandemic disrupted the conditions through which
reflective observation and active experimentation would ordinarily occur, leaving many students
without the institutional support needed to move beyond the first stage of the cycle. The post-
pandemic phase’s renewed attention to institutional mediation represents a deliberate effort to re-
establish all four stages on more explicit and solid basis.
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On the other hand, Holmes’ (2013) graduate employability model offers a complementary lens.
The progression from the formative to consolidation phases demonstrates a movement from
emergent possibilities to consolidated identities. Students in later cohorts were not merely
acquiring skills but actively constructing a professional self-narrative, positioning themselves
relative to organisational norms and career expectations in ways that earlier cohorts had not yet
learned to do. As Table 2 shows, the shift in self-reported core skills across phases, from basic
task management and communication in the formative years to problem-solving, critical thinking,
and networking in consolidation, and interpersonal skills, persuasion, and reflective practice by
2023, captures this trajectory in concrete terms.

Internship as a Tripartite Learning and Feedback Process

A second key finding is that the internship functions not only as a site where students develop
employability capabilities through cycles of learning, doing, and reflecting, but also as a feedback
process through which all three parties recalibrate their expectations and practices. The “Learning,
Doing, and Reflecting” dynamic of experiential learning (Simons et al., 2012; Lim and Mustafa,
2013) was not unidirectional. The dynamics have been mutually constitutive. Students adjusted
self-understanding and career expectations; employers updated their models of graduate
preparedness; and faculty revised briefing protocols, assessment rubrics, and partner-matching
criteria in response to evidence from all three parties. Over time, this iterative exchange revealed
what worked, and what did not, in internship practice. Furthermore, students’ reflections
emphasise growing self-understanding and initiative, what Holmes (2013) describes as the
consolidation of an employability identity through interaction with workplace others, while
employer comments and programme records document the ongoing work of aligning expectations,
supporting reflection, and monitoring supervision quality, a form of institutional mediation that the
workplace learning literature identifies as central to effective learning in practice settings (Billett,
2011).

Internship outcomes are best understood as jointly produced, a view supported by studies of
work-integrated learning which consistently find placement quality, supervisory support, and
institutional coordination to be stronger predictors of learning than duration of placement alone
(Scholz et al., 2004; Lim and Mustafa, 2013). Employability gains are most consistent where
experience is supported by institutional mediation and workplace supervision rather than
assumed to emerge spontaneously. The pandemic underscores this by exposing the limits of
remote supervision, a finding consistent with evidence from programmes that shifted online during
2020-2022, where the absence of situated interaction weakened conditions for skill acquisition
and identity formation (Smith and Green, 2021; Billett, 2011), and a structural question that
extends well beyond the COVID period for any programme that depends on sustained relational
contact among students, supervisors, and faculty.

Internships and Inequality of Learning Experience

A third implication is that credit-bearing internships in non-professional degrees can reproduce or
amplify educational inequality, even when overall satisfaction rates are high. Because placements
are heterogeneous, and not anchored to a shared professional framework, students’ learning
opportunities depend heavily on the quality of task design, supervision, and workplace integration
in specific partner organisations. This creates situations in which some students gain meaningful
responsibilities, sustained mentoring, and rich professional socialisation, while others encounter
repetitive tasks, limited feedback, or weak supervisory support. When internships carry academic
credit, this variation of experiences translate into unequal learning outcomes under formally
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curricular conditions, particularly where students also perceive uneven evaluation standards
across partners (Frenette, 2013; Perlin, 2011).

Moreover, our analysis also points to resource inequality embedded in students’ participation.
Student concerns about unpaid placements, and incidental expenses indicate that internship is
not cost-neutral. Those with fewer financial resources may face greater strain, reduced flexibility
in placement choice, or the need to maintain paid employment alongside their internship, with
consequences not only for wellbeing but for learning, since constrained students may have less
time for the reflective and networking activities that convert placement experience into
employability capital (Shade and Jacobson, 2015). This variation is shaped largely by partner
organisation resources rather than any programme rules, meaning that the financial burden falls
unevenly on students with little control by the programme. To mitigate these challenges, early and
clear information about financial support at the matching stage, and more consistent assessment
standards across placement sites, are important steps toward preventing a well-intentioned credit-
bearing scheme from inadvertently favouring students with greater economic and social capital.

Conclusion

This study has traced the development of a credit-bearing internship scheme across 12 cohorts
of social sciences undergraduates in Hong Kong, drawing on longitudinal data from multiple
sources to examine how internship effectiveness evolves across four institutional phases. Three
contributions can be drawn from the analysis.

First, the study demonstrates that internship effectiveness in non-professional degrees is joint
efforts involving tripartite relationships among students, faculty, and partner organisations, and
specifically of the institutional work required to sustain that relationship. The longitudinal
satisfaction data illustrate this clearly. Partner ratings held at 100% across 2012-2019, fell to
approximately 85% during the pandemic when face-to-face interaction stopped, and recovered
by 2023 as programme interventions were strengthened. The changes are best understood not
as evaluations of student quality in isolation, but as a measure of the tripartite arrangement, one
whose performance proved sensitive to the conditions sustaining it. Programmes seeking to
embed internships in non-professional degrees should therefore invest in mediation and
coordination as primary programme resources, not as administrative overhead.

Second, the findings reveal that the relative salience of different thematic dimensions shifts across
phases, an observation that offers a more nuanced account of experiential learning. The shifting
salience pattern, with expectation alignment dominant in the formative phase, skill development
and identity formation in consolidation, supervision vulnerability in the pandemic, and institutional
mediation re-emerging as the defining challenge of recovery, suggests that internship
programmes in social sciences face qualitatively different challenges at different stages of
development. Practitioners and researchers should resist the temptation to evaluate such
programmes against fixed benchmarks as in professional programmes. The more relevant
question is whether the programme's governance mechanisms are appropriately calibrated to the
challenges most salient at each phase.

Third, the study highlights how a compulsory, credit-bearing internship scheme can generate
unequal learning conditions despite its universal reach. Placement quality varies considerably
across the partner portfolio, supervisory capacity is unevenly distributed, and financial burdens
fall disproportionately on some students, producing differences in learning outcomes that
aggregate satisfaction scores alone cannot reveal. Addressing these require attention to
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placement equity, in matching, financial support, assessment design and standardisation, and the
ongoing quality monitoring of partner organisations.

Hong Kong provides a distinctive but instructive context for these findings. Its performance-driven
HE funding model attaches explicit institutional weight to graduate employment outcomes,
creating strong incentives for non-professional programmes to embed structured work-integrated
learning. Internship administration in programmes like the one studied here consequently carries
a dual burden, serving both as authentic pedagogical provision and as a measurable indicator of
institutional performance. This tension is not unique to Hong Kong. Similar pressures operate
across the Asia-Pacific region (Lo, 2015; 2017) and increasingly in the UK, Australia systems
where graduate employment metrics are incorporated into quality assurance frameworks (Gunn,
2018; Baron and McCormack, 2024). The findings on institutional mediation, tripartite coordination,
and equity mitigation are therefore relevant to other contexts where non-vocational degree
programmes operate under performance accountability regimes and seek to embed work-
integrated learning at scale.

This study has limitations. As a single-programme case, its findings cannot be generalised without
caution, and the reflective-practitioner positioning of the research team introduces interpretive
proximity that independent replication could usefully complement. Future research might extend
this framework to multiple non-professional programmes in Hong Kong, or across different
performance-accountability HE regimes in Asia-Pacific and European systems to assess whether
the thematic salience shifts identified here represent a general developmental pattern or are
specific to this programme's institutional context.

For practitioners, the study's most “actionable” message is that internship programmes in social
sciences cannot be designed once and left to operate. They require continuous monitoring,
responsive governance, and explicit commitments to the supervisory and coordination work that
makes experiential learning possible and effective. Where those arrangements are maintained,
the evidence from this study suggests, the returns for students, employers, and institutions alike
could be substantial and durable.
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