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INTRODUCTION
Placements and internships are quickly becoming the pinnacle of work 
experience opportunities for students and graduates looking to secure a 
graduate role or a place on a competitive Postgraduate course.   Increasingly 
offered in a range of organisations and sectors, they continue to be the most 
effective method of learning more about what a specific job involves whilst 
developing key employability skills for the workplace.  

A focused internship or placement will allow you to build experience, develop your 
skills and expand your professional networks in a short space of time. The focus 
of this booklet is primarily on making the most of the opportunities presented 
to you in an internship, but many of the lessons can easily be transferred to the 
placement experience as both involve working directly for employers.
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INTERNSHIPS
Internships are available in a broad range of sectors and offer structured work 
experience, often with graduate levels of responsibility.   

Internships associated with large scale graduate recruiters are traditionally aimed 
at penultimate year students, but some employers are now opening opportunities 
to first year students too. Make sure that you check for early closing dates, which 
may be anytime from Michaelmas term onwards, with internships taking place 
over the Summer vacation period 

Note: some internships may take place over Christmas or Easter.

Employers typically use internships as a pipeline for their graduate recruitment 
schemes and will interview students for this at the end of their internship.  Some 
employers, notably in Legal and Finance sectors, recruit up to 100% of their 
graduate intake from their internship programme – make sure you are aware of 
how your preferred employers recruit from internships to graduate schemes and 
use this to inform your internship application strategy.  

Note: not all internships will lead to a permanent position 

Our sector specific factsheets are an excellent resource to find internship 
opportunities and jobs boards – they provide very useful information on gaining 
work experience within your chosen sector.  See the full list online at:     
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/careerplanning/research/careersect/  
or in the information room of the Careers & Enterprise Centre.

Competition for internships is intense and so it is important to dedicate time and 
effort to your application. There are often as many, if not more, applicants for an 
internship as for a graduate role. Students are advised to keep this in mind and 
put as much effort into the application, for example researching the organisation 
and perfecting your CV, as you would for your ideal graduate role.
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“It’s hugely refreshing to work for a company 
that appreciates your skills and talents 
and that caters to you on an individual 
basis. During my time in the ten-week 
long internship with Coltraco, I received a 
wealth of exceedingly useful advice from my 
manager, ranging from employability to the 
wider world of global business, as well as 
the importance of integrity in maintaining 
relationships with colleagues. It was because 
of this open dialogue with other members of 
the company that I was able to take on more 
roles over the course of the internship, to the 
extent that, by the end of it, I was doing tasks 
that were really beyond anything I would have 
expected to be able to do as a mere intern.

Not only did I solve existing problems, I 
was able to suggest new areas of research 
and new products to be developed. I 

also dabbled in marketing, politics and 
project management. Such a varied and 
comprehensive role is only possible for a 
student at this level as a result of a large 
amount of trust on the part of the employer 
and a careful and diligent effort to maintain 
that trust on the part of the employee.

My manager, as a Durham alumnus himself, 
knows the value of a Durham undergraduate 
and has an eye for picking out talented, 
trustworthy employees, as I have seen from 
the other Durham alumni employed there. It 
is for this reason that he seeks out Durham 
students via a bespoke placement, pays them 
a fair wage and treats them with respect. This 
is a precedent that I hope all employers of my 
fellow students should uphold, and one that 
has given me truly invaluable experience for 
my future career”.

Daniel Dobrowolski, Physics Undergraduate, Intern at Coltraco Ultrasonics 

A STUDENT STORY 
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RESEARCHING YOUR 
INTERNSHIPS
With more than four-fifths of the country’s top graduate employers now offering 
paid work experience programmes for students and recent graduates how do 
you choose which ones might be right for you?  

See our 10 top tips below:

1. Use your networks – speak to your friends, family and academics about their 
experiences – What do they enjoy? What is a typical day like? Would they 
recommend it as a chosen career path?  Fellow students can give an excellent 
insight into the internships and work experiences they have taken part in.

2. Come along to our careers fairs and events – speak to people about the work 
experience opportunities available to you at every year of your study. 

3. Do you want to use the knowledge gained through your degree in an applied 
manner? Look at the “What can I do with my degree?” resources in the 
Careers Centre or on www.prospects.ac.uk. 

4. Think about where your skills and interests lie - it can help to look at the Job 
Profiles on the Prospects website www.prospects.ac.uk/job-profiles/browse-
a-to-z and use our online personality assessment tools for career inspiration 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/careerplanning/personality/.

5. Use our career factsheets – get an insight into how to get work experience 
within your chosen sector and how to make the most of the opportunities at 
Durham to improve your employability.

6. Know your timelines – what opportunities are available in your chosen sector 
for each year group. Make your applications accordingly. 

7. Source advertised opportunities – use our online student services portal www.
durham.ac.uk/careers/ as well as employer directories and company websites 
to find contacts, opportunities and ideas.
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8. For smaller employers that don’t have a formal internship or placement 
scheme it is always worth approaching them with a speculative application 
– provide an up to date CV and well-researched cover letter detailing your 
interest in their company / organisation specifically, followed up by email or 
phone contact. 

9. Review employers and use websites such as ‘Glassdoor’, ‘The Job Crowd’ and 
‘Rate my Placement’ to get insight into the experiences of other students and 
graduates within your chosen companies.

10. Attend skills workshops and use our online employability help sheets to create 
excellent application documents.    
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EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
IN SMALL AND MEDIUM 
ENTERPRISES “SMES”
SMEs, defined as companies with fewer than 250 employees, make up over 99% 
of UK businesses and employ the majority of the UK workforce.  They offer lots 
of opportunities to develop skills, experience new challenges and make a strong 
impact on the success of a business, and exist all over the UK.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF WORKING IN A SME?  
Smaller teams can often mean that each employee is given a high level of 
autonomy and responsibility earlier on. Having fewer people within a business 
typically promotes an open and inclusive culture in which all team members work 
closely together to achieve the business aims. 

Working closely with founders / CEO may also gives you a different perspective on 
running a business and a valuable network of contacts.

The recruitment processes for SMEs can often be different to those associated 
with large scale graduate recruitment – typically assessment centres are few and 
far between with face-to-face, informal interviews being commonplace.  

If you are looking for an environment to foster your innovation within a nurturing, 
development-focused culture, you may be interested to learn that 39% of SME 
employers have innovated in the past three years and in 2016, 55% of SME 
employers had arranged funded training or development for staff in the last 12 
months. 

WHAT WILL BE EXPECTED OF ME?   
People working within SMEs are often expected to work flexibly to complete 
various tasks associated with their core role.  Your key skills of adaptability, 
reliability, communication, teamwork and business acumen will be vital in helping 
you to get to know the team, the business aims and your role, quickly.
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HOW DO I GET AN OPPORTUNITY IN A SMALLER COMPANY?    
Finding a position within an SME can be tricky and will involve perseverance. 
These companies don’t necessarily have the resources for large scale graduate 
recruitment campaigns and so they rely on word-of-mouth recruitment and local 
adverts.  SMEs commonly don’t recruit in ‘graduate scheme’ style timelines, 
preferring to recruit when they have vacancies instead. 

If you are targeting this sector, start researching vacancies approximately 3-4 
months before you would be ready to start work. Research companies you 
are interested in and if there are no vacancies publicised, make speculative 
applications, submitting highly tailored CVs to convince them you can bring value 
to their organisation.  

HOW CAN THE CAREERS & ENTERPRISE CENTRE HELP  
ME FIND INTERNSHIPS AND PLACEMENTS IN SMES? 
The Careers centre are currently working with SMEs in County Durham on the 
‘Durham Internships and Collaborative Enterprise’ “DICE” ERDF funded project 
which supports SMEs in recruiting Durham University students and graduates for 
developmental internships.  These vacancies, along with other SME opportunities, 
are all listed on the ‘Student Services Portal’ available at www.durham.ac.uk/
careers.   Sign up to the mailing list to be notified of DICE internships at  
sme.internships@durham.ac.uk.
 
We also have a number of fact sheets available, which provide useful information 
on opportunities, ideas for developing your employability at Durham and links 
to vacancy boards and job websites.  You’ll find all fact sheets on the Careers 
website at https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/careerplanning/research/
careersect/. 
 
In addition, the Careers Centre host employability skills workshops and have a 
range of employability help sheets available on their website, to help you make 
the most of your application documents and succeed throughout the recruitment 
process. 
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WHERE WILL I FIND VACANCIES IN SMES? 
■  Use regional business support services such as ‘Business Durham’ which may 

have directories of businesses within their region and/or have information on 
open networking events you could attend.  

■  Most regions have local SME recognition schemes. A simple online search 
such as “top Durham SMEs” will provide you with links to just about all of 
them – plenty to explore and consider.  

■  Use national directories such as Times Best 100 Small Companies To  
Work For to identify a range of career options within SMEs  
https://www.b.co.uk/the-lists/small-companies/. 

■  ‘1000 Companies to Inspire’ is London Stock Exchange Group’s  
celebration of some of the fastest-growing and most dynamic small  
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK and Europe  
https://www.lseg.com/resources/1000-companies-inspire. 



ANY OTHER TOP TIPS?  
■  SMEs are less likely to adopt a ‘pipeline recruitment’ timeline associated with 

large graduate recruiters. Don’t worry about your year of study but instead 
make speculative applications which emphasise your skillset.  

■  Research the company you want to target – SMEs have limited recruitment 
budgets and will be looking to recruit people who are passionate about their 
aims and ambitions.  Demonstrate this throughout your application and 
recruitment process. 

■  Differentiate yourself - once you’ve made your application, after 2 or 3 
days follow it up with a call; contact the individual or team responsible for 
recruitment even just to check they received your application. It’s your chance 
to make a good impression. 
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USEFUL WEBSITES INCLUDE:
www.Enternships.com/opportunities

www.Graduate-jobs.com/SME 

Top UK SMEs 

Talentpool – recruitment agency focused on start-up companies and SMEs 
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BEFORE YOU START 
LOGISTICS
Confirm all practical logistics with the employer in advance of starting.  

■  Find out where you need to report to on your first day and who to.  

■  Plan your journey, allow plenty of time, check your route and public transport 
options, if applicable.  

■  Make sure you have suitable clothes to wear. 

PAYMENT
If placed within a profit-making business, the employer should pay you at least 
the National Minimum Wage for each hour you work. If placed within a non-profit 
organisation, the employer should cover at least out of pocket travel and lunch 
expenses, in line with good practice guidance.  If you have any questions on this 
contact the Careers & Enterprise team at work.experience@durham.ac.uk. 

HEALTH AND SAFETY
The employer should have a Health and Safety policy to follow including: risk 
assessment activities, safety procedures, first aid facilities and any other role-
specific requirements which could include protective clothing, safe handling of 
hazardous substances or machinery.  

Take responsibility for your own health and safety at work by following the 
procedures and guidelines set out by the employer. 

SKILLS AUDIT
Use the Careers Centre skills audit (available on the Employability and Skills 
DUO pages) to assess your current skill set.  Use this to get an insight into your 
strengths and areas of development, decide what you would like to get out of your 
internship and start creating a personal development plan to help you determine, 
and achieve, your objectives. 



DURING YOUR INTERNSHIP  
MAKE AN IMPACT 
Your work experience is a really good opportunity to demonstrate your enthusiasm 
and interest in the role and organisation. Depending on the length and type of 
work experience, you may be given significant responsibility. Don’t be afraid 
to ask for advice or help but make sure you listen carefully and apply your 
new knowledge effectively. Also be mindful that staff have their own tasks and 
responsibilities to deal with so make effective use of your time, and theirs, by 
asking relevant questions when appropriate.

INDUCTION AND SUPPORT 
The employer should give you an induction to the organisation / company e.g. 
history of the organisation, introduction to colleagues, tour of the building, health 
and safety information and fire safety information.  

The employer should check if you have any support needs.  They have a legal 
obligation to provide you with reasonable adjustments and you should agree with 
them the support measures which need to be put in place. If you are a current 
Durham University student and are unsure about this in any way, please refer to 
the Disability Support team at Durham University on 0191 334 8115 / disability.
support@durham.ac.uk.

SUPERVISION AND REGULAR REVIEW MEETINGS  
A good employer will hold regular review meetings, often initially weekly in a 
short internship.  The aim of these meetings is to make sure you are on track 
with your objectives.  Prepare for these meetings in advance and use them to get 
any support you may need to perform in your role or discuss any developmental 
opportunities you would like to get involved in.  

BEHAVIOUR 
Treat an internship or placement as you would any standard employment or 
graduate position.   Being punctual, friendly and professional is obviously 
standard practice, so make sure you think carefully about how to show the 
employer that you are a future star of their organisation.  
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Make the most of the opportunities provided to you - use every opportunity to 
expand your knowledge, increase your transferable skills and make use of  
work-based training programmes.  Join in with colleagues and make every  
effort to be part of the staff team. 

REFLECTIVE LEARNING  
Keep a reflective learning log – record new skills you have developed and 
additional knowledge you have acquired, including specific examples or occasions 
to evidence these. Reflect on their relevance in both your academic studies and 
your future career.  

Note down difficult situations / scenarios you encountered, how you dealt with 
problems, how you felt about them and what you could have done differently. 
Reflection will help improve your approach in similar situations in the future.  
Also keep a note of scenarios in which you completed a high standard of work or 
overcame a problem successfully, reflect on why this went well and how you can 
build on these strengths in the future.   

This style of reflective learning will help you to be more aware of your own 
strengths and areas for development whilst also maintaining a log of useful 
interview examples.

MENTOR   
In addition to your line manager, you may be given a “mentor”.  This role can be 
covered by your line manager or may be a different person within the team who 
adopts the responsibility to support your development throughout the internship. 

The mentor is likely to be someone who is established in the organisation and 
should provide a safe space for you to use as a sounding board to discuss future 
action plans.  To make the most of a mentor be proactive, prepare questions and 
schedule meetings in advance. 
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NETWORKING 

Internships can be an excellent way of building your professional networks.  Keep 
a record of new work-based contacts and networks, for future reference.  A good 
way to do this is to create and maintain a LinkedIn profile.  See advice on this at 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/careerplanning/research/linkedin/. 

Use your contacts to gather information about the sector and career opportunities; 
talk to your supervisor and other colleagues about their job roles and get advice 
on how to succeed within your chosen industry.  Be proactive and ask your 
supervisor / colleagues to look at your CV and give advice on how to secure work 
in this field.

RAISING CONCERNS
An employer has the same duty of care to you, as an intern, as they do to any of 
their employees.  Your line manager/supervisor should always be the first point of 
contact for any concerns or queries that you have.  Seek support and advice from 
your University staff contact or the Careers & Enterprise centre if you feel you are 
experiencing any kind of bullying, harassment or discriminatory behaviour.



THE END OF YOUR INTERNSHIP 
FINAL REVIEW MEETING 

When you are nearing the end of your internship, your line manager is likely to call 
a final meeting, this may also be known as an ‘exit interview’.  

Use this time to ask for feedback, to understand the impact you have made 
within the role, your successes and achievements and your development needs.   
Discuss your future career plans and outline any support you may need from 
them to achieve this, e.g. “I am applying for graduate positions; would you be able 
to look over my CV in advance please?”.  

After this meeting you may want to consider sending a letter or email thanking the 
organisation for the development opportunity.

REFLECTION 

Reflect on your experiences, including: 

■  What was good about the placement

■  What formal training and development you took part in

■  What you achieved within the placement

■  Whether or not you would recommend this placement to another student

■  Whether anything within the employer or university processes and procedures 
can be improved 

■  The impact of the placement on your employability skills and chosen career 
path 

■  The impact of the placement on academic study skills and knowledge

CAREER PLANNING 

Use this insight to update your CV and LinkedIn profile to demonstrate the skills 
and knowledge you have gained. Include any formal training or qualifications you 
achieved during your internship. 
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REFERENCE
The employer should agree to act as a referee for future positions you apply to.  
Confirm this in your final meeting with your line manager and check to make sure 
you have the relevant contact details for them. 

FEEDBACK  
If you have enjoyed your internship consider giving a talk to other students about 
your experience – this will help to consolidate the experience in your own mind, 
reflect on the employability skills you have gained and build your confidence in 
presenting to groups, as well as supporting and encouraging fellow students to 
take up similarly worthwhile opportunities. It is also good preparation for future job 
interviews. The Work Experience Forum (held during Michaelmas) provides an 
excellent opportunity to do this.

If speaking in a forum isn’t an option for you, you could consider filling in a case 
study or writing a blog giving other students an insight into your experiences.  You 
may want to pass this to your department, college and Careers Centre (via work.
experience@durham.ac.uk) to encourage other students to apply for internships.
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USEFUL RESOURCES
If you are interested in making the most of your internship opportunity, the links 
below might be of interest to you: 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/jobs/workexperience/placements/

https://www.allaboutcareers.com/careers-advice/work-placements/making-the-
most-of-your-placement

https://targetjobs.co.uk/internships/advice/414578-how-to-get-the-most-out-of-
your-internship-after-you-leave

https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/careers/internships/how-to-make-
the-most-of-your-internship/ 



CHECKLIST FOR STUDENTS 

PRE-PLACEMENT DATE 
COMPLETED

RECRUITMENT

Inform yourself of recruitment procedures and deadlines and adhere to these.

Seek advice from Careers & Enterprise Centre in making your application

INDUCTION

The employer should give you an induction to the organisation / company e.g. history 
of the organisation, introduction to colleagues, tour of the building, and fire safety 
information

Confirm with the employer any support needs e.g. relating to a disability or  
mental health issue. If you are unsure about this in any way, please refer to the  
‘Disability Support’ team at Durham University on 0191 334 8115 / 
disability.support@durham.ac.uk

PAYMENT

If placed within a profit-making business, the employer should pay you at least 
the National Minimum Wage for each hour you work. If placed within a non-profit 
organisation, the employer should cover at least out of pocket travel and lunch 
expenses

HEALTH AND SAFETY

The employer should give you a copy of their Health and Safety policy; ensure you 
read and understand this

The employer should inform you of any safety procedures relevant to the activities you 
will be engaged in e.g. first aid facilities, training and supervision, protective clothing, 
safe handling of hazardous substances or machinery

Take responsibility for your own health and safety at work by following the procedures 
and guidelines set out by the employer
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CHECKLIST FOR STUDENTS 

DURING PLACEMENT  DATE 
COMPLETED

ATTITUDE AND BEHAVIOUR

Make the most of the opportunities provided to you -  use every opportunity to expand 
your knowledge, increase your transferable skills and make use of work-based training 
programmes

Join in with colleagues and make every effort to be part of the staff team 

Be professional – reliable, on time, dressed suitably

Be an ambassador for future students who might want this opportunity 

Ask your supervisor / colleagues to look at your CV and give advice on how to secure 
work in this field

Keep a record of new work-based contacts and networks, for future reference

Prepare for and attend all supervision and performance review meetings with your 
work-based supervisor

Approach your work-based supervisor with any concerns or queries that you have 
about your internship or placement

Seek support and advice from your supervisor or university staff contact if you feel you 
are experiencing any kind of bullying, harassment or discriminatory behaviour

REFLECTIVE LEARNING

Keep a reflective learning log – record new skills you have developed and additional 
knowledge you have acquired, including case studies to evidence these. Reflect on 
their relevance to both your academic studies and your future career 

Note and reflect on any difficulties that you have faced during the placement / 
internship and what you have learned from these

AFTER PLACEMENT

Update your CV and LinkedIn profile

Write a case study and give feedback on your experiences to Careers & Enterprise to 
encourage other students to apply for placements or internships
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FAQS
DO THE CAREERS CENTRE OFFER SUPPORT ON FINDING INTERNSHIPS 
ABROAD?     
Many of our students choose to use their summer, or year abroad, to carry out 
international work experience placements.  We have a range of online resources 
including jobs boards to help you identify specific opportunities and specific 
country guides.  Find our resources online at https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/
students/careerplanning/research/outsideuk/    

I’M A POSTGRADUATE STUDENT – CAN I DO AN INTERNSHIP?     
Many large graduate recruiters use internships as their pipeline for graduate 
recruitment.  Accordingly, they often focus their internships on penultimate 
year students.  Contact the graduate recruitment team of the company you 
want to target to see if it is possible to apply.  SMEs may be more open to 
recruiting from any year group.  The Careers & Enterprise DICE project, aimed 
at establishing internships in SMEs in County Durham, is open to all year 
groups.  Contact sme.internships@durham.ac.uk to express your interest and 
register for the mailing list.  

I’M AN INTERNATIONAL STUDENT – CAN I DO AN INTERNSHIP?    
Your visa should set out the terms and conditions of your permission to work 
within the UK.  Typically visas allow students to work outside of term time; 
therefore you would be allowed to work on a Summer internship.  Seek support 
from the Student Immigration Office for more information on the terms of 
your visa https://www.dur.ac.uk/immigration/  and make sure you know the 
application deadlines for internships. 

I AM THINKING OF DOING A PLACEMENT YEAR INTEGRATED INTO MY 
COURSE – WHO DO I SPEAK TO?     
If you are considering a placement year as part of your course you need to 
speak to your department to arrange the relevant logistics.  Use the range of 
resources available on the careers website and on the student services portal 
www.durham.ac.uk/careers to research your career interests and relevant 
employers. 
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FAQS
THINGS AREN’T GOING AS WELL AS I HOPED – WHAT DO I DO?     
Not every internship will be a smooth process, you may have issues with 
your supervisor, workload or the team.  If you have any problems during 
your internship please consult with your line manager and/or your University 
contact.  You may also want to get in touch with the Careers & Enterprise 
placement officers who may be able to offer further support at  
work.experience@durham.ac.uk 

MY EMPLOYER WANTS TO TAKE ON ANOTHER INTERN – CAN YOU HELP?      
The Careers & Enterprise team support a range of businesses to recruit 
students.  If your employer is interested in working with us please ask them to 
contact the Employer Engagement manager at Laura.Smith@durham.ac.uk 



DURHAM UNIVERSITY  
SUPPORT SERVICES
CAREERS & ENTERPRISE CENTRE  
Support services to help you source vacancies, apply for opportunities and to 
make the most of your work experience opportunities.  

The Palatine Centre
Durham University
Stockton Road
Durham DH1 3LE
0191 334 1437
careers@durham.ac.uk
www.durham.ac.uk/careers 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY DISABILITY SUPPORT SERVICE   
A confidential advice and guidance service available to disabled students. 

The Palatine Centre
Durham University
Stockton Road
Durham DH1 3LE
0191 334 8115
disability.support@durham.ac.uk
www.durham.ac.uk/disability.support 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY COUNSELLING SERVICE   
The Counselling Service help students to manage any difficulties that are 
impacting your successful engagement with studies and University life. 

The Palatine Centre
Durham University
Stockton Road
Durham DH1 3LE
0191 334 2200
counsel.service@durham.ac.uk
www.durham.ac.uk/counselling.service
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