The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
https://www.emerald.com/insight/2205-2062.htm

Mentoring and skill developmentin  Mentoring
e-InternshipS development in

e-Internships
Debora Jeske and Carol Linehan

School of Applied Psychology, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland 245

Abstract Received 26 September 2019
. . . . . . ecerve eptember
Purpose — Many employers experiment with virtual working modes for project-based work. Virtual = geyised ZGIfanuary 2020

internships are one such mode that is gaining increasing popularity worldwide, particularly e-internships that 26 February 2020
require remote working with employers. However, little is known about the extent to which e-internships  Accepted 26 February 2020
present learning opportunities to such e-interns.

Design/methodology/approach — The current study examined mentoring experiences among a Cross-
sectional sample of 158 e-interns working for different companies. Data were collected using an online survey in
two data collection rounds.

Findings — The length of the e-internships did not increase mentoring satisfaction, but the likelihood of e-
interns having a mentor was higher the longer the e-internships. Mentoring was offered irrespective of working
hours per week. Mentoring increased reported skill development, particularly in relation to their
communication skills and their ability to think strategically about problems. In addition, mentored e-interns
were more likely to have opportunities to cooperate with and help others. They likewise had opportunities to
share information, knowledge and experiences.

Research limitations/implications — The study recruited interns from various countries. Potentially
relevant cultural differences were not explored as part of this study.

Practical implications — The results demonstrate that the benefits of mentoring observed in relation to
traditional internships can be fostered in e-internships. E-internships represent an opportunity for managers
and employees, regardless of company size, to become mentors. E-internships thus represent another work-
integrated as well as work-applied learning and skill development opportunity that creates additional options
for many interns and organisations alike.

Originality/value — The evidence suggests that mentoring is becoming a regularly available feature for
virtual and temporary workers such as e-interns, many of which are hired for short-term projects. As remote
working has become a standard practice, e-internships are on the rise — and worthy of further study in order to
promote best practices.
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Introduction

Remote working is becoming increasingly popular in the workplace (BLS, 2016). In 2015, 24 %
of people in the USA did some or all of their work remotely. Many tools have become readily
available in households, which means remote workers no longer need to have advanced
technological skills to work from home (BLS, 2017). This has led to working remotely
becoming a mainstream phenomenon — a phenomenon that appears to apply to internships.
Today, e-internships (also known as virtual internships) are becoming popular across the
globe, complementing remote employment trends.
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In line with the emergence of teleworking and remote working models, new internship
forms emerged. E-internships are partially or fully computer-mediated internships that are
provided by an employer or institution to candidates (Bayerlein and Jeske, 2018, 2018b).
While many e-internship schemes involve some in-person or face-to-face contact, the majority
are largely or completely computer-mediated and allow for e-interns and organisations to be
geographically separated (which means they can be located in the same or different countries,
time zones and continents). Like traditional internships, e-internships are often open to
candidates within educational programmes and as transitional experiences. However, unlike
traditional internships, e-internships are correspondingly open to those outside education
who wish to change careers at later stages of life (Jeske, 2019). This means that e-interns could
be students, parents in part-time employment, or even experienced career professionals.
Existing research suggests that e-internships are often adopted by smaller organisations who
are not necessarily large enough to offer traditional internship positions (Jeske and Axtell,
2016a, b). While the majority of these e-internships tend to be taken up by individuals in the
same region or country as the e-internship provider, many e-internships are global (Franks
and Oliver, 2012; Jeske and Axtell, 2016a, b), especially when employers seek specific
skill sets.

However, many employers and academics are aware that interns seek guidance,
encouragement and help during their traditional internship experience, while they are hoping
to be “given plenty of scope for experimentation, autonomy and learning during internship”
(Neelam et al, 2019, p. 101). E-internships potentially provide room for experimentation,
autonomy and learning. That said, we know little about the extent to which e-interns are
guided and supported in their e-internships when they are not directly linked to educational
institutions, like traditional internships. It is possible that mentors provide an important
pillar of support to e-interns, similar to traditional interns. Therefore, the present paper aims
to explore the following two research questions. First, to what extent do e-interns have access
to mentoring during their e-internships. And second, does this mentoring contribute to their
skill development?

Mentoring in e-internships

Mentoring is an important human resource development approach that can promote
employee commitment (Ahmad and Bakur, 2003; Bartlett and Kang, 2004) and performance
(Lin and Hsu, 2017). However, limited research to date has explored if mentoring exists in e-
internships, and the skill development that takes place in such temporary placements
(Bayerlein and Jeske, 2018; Jeske and Axtell, 2016b; Ruggerio and Boehm, 2017). Research on
mentoring has demonstrated numerous benefits such as mentors offering career guidance
and psychosocial support to mentees (Haran and Jeyaraj, 2019). With their help and input,
mentors enable mentees to quickly familiarize themselves with norms, strategies, and work
approaches in their new settings. They can act as role models and as confidants (Haran and
Jeyaraj, 2019; Mitchell et al., 2015; Parent and Olivier, 2015), providing suggestions on how to
deal with issues in the workplace (Inkson ef al, 2015).

Mentors play an important role in clarifying communication, reducing uncertainty and
ambiguity. By doing so, they raise the expected value in the case of traditional internships
(see Bhattacharya et al, 2018). Furthermore, the access to mentors — and thus potential role
models — has been argued to promote skill transfer for graduates at work (Jackson, 2016).
Internship value may similarly be promoted via behaviours by mentors such as sponsorship,
raising the visibility of the mentee in the organisation, protecting them and giving them
challenging assignments to support their development (Ensher ef al, 2003).

In the e-internship context mentoring can be a useful alternative approach due to its
flexibility, and the option to keep interactions informal and need-focused. The merit of



informal (as in more individually agreed and flexible) mentoring arrangements has been
demonstrated in a number of studies in the workplace (Singh et al,, 2002), training programs
(Cobb et al., 2018) and traditional internships (Chao et al, 1992). The informal and thus
predominantly flexible and relationship-based nature of these e-internships may be more
conducive to developing increasingly natural and rewarding relationships (Jeske and Axtell,
2018a), particularly when the e-internships are of longer duration (e.g. several months to a
year) rather than very short (e.g. several weeks only). Lack of time is one of the factors that
has been associated with dissatisfactory outcomes in mentoring (see Hansford et al, 2002). Of
course, mentoring requires that organisations have staff to mentor e-interns and are available
to support them during their e-internships.

This leads us to propose the following about the experience and benefits of e-mentoring
generally (rather than formal or informal mentoring per se):

HI. Participants completing longer e-internships report having a mentor and higher
satisfaction with the mentoring experience than participants who complete short-
term e-internships.

In an analysis of 26 studies on traditional internships, Feldman (2016) found that these
internships contribute to personal, professional, and social skills. Other studies note
improvements in cross-cultural and language skills (Bilsland et al, 2019), critical thinking,
communication, and problem solving (Griffin and Coelhoso, 2019). Traditional internships
likewise help interns to get insights into different career paths, assess career-fit and engage in
career building (Attri and Kushwaha, 2018; Bilsland et al, 2019; Nghia and My Duyen, 2018).
In the context of e-internships, mentors can offer feedback on skill development, counselling,
friendship and encouragement (Ensher ef al, 2003). We use the word mentor to define “a
trusted advisor or confidant on whom another person (sometimes called the ‘mentee’ or
‘protégé) relies for advice and support. In the context of careers, a mentor is normally
understood as being an older, more experienced person who is able, on the basis of that
experience, to provide help to a younger career actor in developing their career through its
early stages” (Inkson ef al, 2015, p. 229). Indeed, virtual mentorship schemes to support the
development of preservice teachers and practicing teachers has shown that computer-
mediated mentoring can promote confidence, commitment to, and knowledge about, one’s job
choice (Briscoe, 2019). In combination, e-internships featuring mentoring can be expected to
generate higher skill development and opportunities than those that lack mentoring. This
leads to the next hypothesis:

H2. Mentored interns are more likely to report skill development than interns who are not
mentored during their e-internships.

Considering that mentoring can provide more information about one’s job choice (e.g. Briscoe,
2019), we propose that mentoring can create a number of additional opportunities for e-
interns as they get exposed to more information about the role, the organisation, and their
clients via their mentors. The third and final hypothesis therefore proposes the following:

H3. Mentored interns are more likely to report having access to additional opportunities
to engage in contextual performance behaviours than those not mentored during
their e-internships.

Method

Procedure

Following agreement on ethical requirements and a review of the proposed study by an
institutional ethics committee, recruitment for the study took place over two time periods in
2013 and 2015. For both data collection rounds the first author emailed around 30
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organisations advertising e-internships in the USA with an online survey link. In addition,
e-interns were sought by advertising the study on two portals specialising in e-internships,
one in the USA and another in India. The reason for focusing on these two portals was based
on the fact that e-internships are well established among organisations in both these
countries. Given that e-internships are not geographically bound (e.g. the company offering
an e-internship and the e-intern do not have to be in the same country), participants were
expected to represent any number of nationalities. The content of the online survey (using
SurveyMonkey) included: Introduction to study purpose, request to consent, questions about
the participants’ background, the e-internship provider, information accuracy regarding
information provided at the start of the e-internship, the mentoring experience, their skill
development, working hours, and demographics.

Participants

The survey was started by 171 individuals. Due to missing data, the final sample included 158
participants (89 males and 68 females, 1 missing value). Age ranged from 16 to 50 (1 missing
value). The large majority (z = 134) had completed the e-internship within five years of the
survey (2011-2015), with 54 participants completing the survey in the same year as the
e-internship. Participants came from several different countries, the majority from India
(n = 127). The remainder (#» = 31) came from a variety of different countries (USA, France,
Nigeria, Russia, Brazil, Canada, Ethiopia, Guyana, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Switzerland,
and United Kingdom). This result is not surprising as e-interns are not required to be located
in the same country as the e-internship providers. The large majority (» = 122) were still
studying for a degree (or vocational certificate) at the time of the e-internship, but one in five
was no longer in education. This accounts for the differences in age among participants.
Three-quarters of providers were for-profit organisations. Others were non-profit and
government organisations. All operated in sectors such as IT & Telecommunications;
Advertising, Marketing and Public Relations; Education; and Banking and Financial
Services. The majority of participants (# = 123) worked in teams where there were other
virtual team members. The organisations where e-interns completed their e-internships
tended to be smaller. Forty-one (25.9%) participants worked in companies with up to 20
employees, another 25 (15.8%) participants worked in companies with up to 49 employees.
Middle-sized organisations were similarly represented among e-internship providers,
including organisations with up to 199 employees (n = 29, 184%), and even up to 500
employees (n = 18, 11.4%). A quarter worked for large organisations with more than 500
employees (n = 37, 23.4%; 8 missing cases). In addition, 46 participants (29.1%) worked with
a company located in a different country.

Measures
The survey included several sections, covering characteristics of the work context (e.g. hours,
team composition), and e-internship, the e-internship experience, and mentoring.

Information accuracy. This was measured using one item “How accurate was the e-
internship information you had before you started the e-internship?” Responses ranged from
(1) “not at all” to (5) “to a very great extent” (M = 3.57, SD = 0.83).

Mentoring experience. This included several measures. (1) Mentoring available. We asked
participants if they received mentoring. In order to provide all participants with a common
frame of reference, we defined mentoring as follows (derived from a definition of mentoring
provided by Hansford et al., 2002): “We consider mentoring as a personal, helping relationship
between a mentor and a mentee/protégé that includes professional development and growth
and varying degrees of support. While mentoring relationships are reciprocal, mentors tend
to be those with greater experience.” Participants were asked the following: “I had a mentor



(somebody who counsels you during your e-internship, helping you improve your skills and
become familiar with organisational functions). This may be a supervisor, a colleague, or
another experienced third party (e.g. another manager).” This meant mentoring in this study
can encompass both formal and informal mentoring (more or less structured mentoring).
Participants were presented with a dichotomous response option: Yes (n = 107, 67.7%) and
No (n = 51, 32.3%). We considered (2) Satisfaction with mentoring (overal)). This was assessed
using one item. Participants were asked “How satisfied were you with the mentoring you
received during the e-internship?” Response options ranged from (1) “very unsatisfied” to (4)
“very satisfied” (M = 2.95, SD = 0.60).

Skill development. We used four items to learn about skill development, based on
Szymanski et al. (2007), subject to minor modifications. Participants were asked to indicate
which apply. These were: (a) “I developed my interpersonal skills”; (b) “I improved my
communication skills”; (c) “I learned how to think strategically about problems”, and (d) “I
learned new skills that are important for my career development”. The response options were
dichotomous (“Yes” and “No”).

Contextual performance. All participants were asked three questions that capture
contextual performance (modified from Borman and Motowidlo, 1993; Lee et al., 2010). The
items were: “Did you have the opportunity to” followed by the item stem: (a) “Volunteer to
extra activities?”, (b) “Help and cooperate with others?”, and (c) “Share job related
information, knowledge, and experience with other co-workers?”. Response options included
“Yes” and “No”.

Feedback adequacy. All e-interns were asked to respond to a statement “I was given
adequate feedback regarding how I was doing”. Response options ranged from (1) “strongly
disagree” to (4) “strongly agree” (M = 3.04, SD = 0.61).

Working hours. All participants were asked to report how many hours they tended to
work per week during their e-internships. Sixty-five e-interns worked up to 10 h/week
(41.1%), 45 worked up to 20 h/week (28.5%), 29 worked up to 30 h/week (18.4%). A small
number worked more hours, such as up to 40 h/week (# = 13, 8.2%), 50 h/week (n = 5, 3.2%)
and one participant worked more than 50 h/week.

Demographics. Demographics included information on gender, age, nationality and
disability. One participant reported that they had a disability that affects their ability to
commute/travel unaided, while two participants reported that they had a disability that
affected their ability to use/work on a computer without additional adjustments.

Results

Scale correlations

Information accuracy, in terms of the information being made available about the e-
internship prior to starting, correlated with e-intern’s mentoring satisfaction (» = 0.21,
p = 0.032) and feedback adequacy (» = 0.25, p = 0.002). Mentoring satisfaction correlated
with feedback adequacy (» = 0.31, p = 0.001). Age was not correlated with any of these
measures. There were no significant differences between the Indian and the non-Indian
respondents in relation to mentoring satisfaction. Payment did not affect this variable.

Hypothesis 1

The first hypothesis suggested that participants completing longer e-internships will report
higher satisfaction with mentoring than participants who complete short-term e-internships
(H1). We compared the satisfaction rates based on e-internship length only for those e-interns
who were actually mentored. The analysis therefore focused on 93 (out of 158 participants)
who were mentored, and categorised length of e-internship into three time periods.
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Table 1.

Length of e-internship
(most recent) of
mentees

Descriptive statistics (Table 1) indicate that this was not the case as the mean satisfaction
values were very similar for all three groups. However, the length of an e-internship did
appear to affect the likelihood of having a mentor, with 56% of those in the shortest
e-internships reporting having a mentor versus 76% of those in 3-12 months e-internships
(Table 1).

In further exploratory analyses, we examined whether interns are more or less likely to be
mentored when the e-internship involves cross-boundary features compared to those who
worked with organisations in their own region or from their own culture. E-interns who had
cross-boundary e-internships actually were more likely to have a mentor (;(2(1) = 5.66,
p = 0.017; phi = 0.19). In addition, those who worked with organisations across boundaries
were not more likely to be paid than e-interns who worked with providers in their own region/
from their own culture. Mentoring (being mentored or not) did not play a role in terms of
whether or not e-interns were paid, in line with research by McHugh (2016).

One additional analysis was conducted to examine if working hours increased the
likelihood of e-interns being offered mentoring. The hypothesis was tested using Chi square.
Results suggested that the likelihood of an e-intern receiving mentoring (y*(3) = 2.88,
p = 0.410) was not related to the amount of time spent working for an employer each week. In
other words, mentoring had been made available to e-interns to a similar degree, regardless of
working hours.

Hypothesis 2

Skill development was the focus of the second hypothesis. In our sample, 82 out of 158
e-interns (52%) reported that they had developed their interpersonal skills, 83 (53%) had
improved their communication skills, 96 (61 %) learned how to think strategically and 105
(66%) said they learned skills important for career development.

The second hypothesis proposed that mentored interns are more likely to report skill gains
than interns who are not mentored during their e-internships (H2). In this case, the answers to
four different items were examined (Table 2).

The relationship between mentoring and skill development was examined using Chi
square as this was deemed the most appropriate option to analyse categorical data. This
statistic evaluates if a relationship exists between mentoring and skill development, but does
not indicate how strong this relationship is. However, the Phi coefficient provides an effect
size (for 2 X 2 tables). The results for the four analyses (one for each item on skill
development) are summarized in Table 2. As predicted, mentored participants (z = 107)
reported a significantly greater skill gain in relation to communication skills and strategic
problem solving skills than those e-interns who were not mentored (z = 51). The level of
association as indicated by Phi tended to be weak but acceptable (range from —0.15 to —0.19).
This provides support for H2 that mentoring can support skill gain in relation to
communication and strategic problem solving skills in particular. The results match the
results of a #-test conducted with feedback adequacy (f = 2.63, p =0.010). Mentored e-interns
agreed significantly more strongly with the statement that they received adequate feedback

Mentoring satisfaction of mentees

Length of e-internship Scale M (SD)
up to 6 weeks (n = 27) 2.89 (0.58)
6-12 weeks (n = 43) 3.02 (0.59)
3-12 months (z = 23) 291 (0.73)
Mean 2.96 (0.63)

Note(s). n = 93 instead of 107 due to missing information. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation




Mentoring

about problems* 35 (42.0) 27 (20.0 phi = —0.19

Expectancy count .
Not and skill
Answers Mentored ~ mentored development n
Personal growth items (total N) Obs (exp)  Obs (exp) Statistics e-InternShipS
I developed my interpersonal skills Yes 92) 61 (55.5) 21 (26.5) ;(2(1) = 347 p = 0.063;
No (7 ) 46 (51.5) 30 (24.5) phi = —0.15
I improved my communication Yes @83 63 (56.2) 20 (26.8) 741 =535p = 0.021; 251
skills* (’75) 44 (50.8) 31 (24.2) phi = —0.18
I learned how to think strategically Yes © ) 72 (65.0) 24 (31.0) )(2(1) =593 p = 0.015;
No (62 )
Ilearned new skills . . . for my career Yes (105) 66 (71.1) 39 (33.9) )(2(1) = 3.39 p = 0.066;
development No (563) 41 (35.9) 12 (17.1) phi =015
Note(s): N = 158. *significant result p < 0.05. The first number represents the observed count (Obs), the Table 2.
number in the bracket represents the expected count (Exp). Likelihood analysis results include Pearson Chi Mentoring and skill
Square and asymptotic significant (2-sided). Some missing values development

(M = 3.13,SD = 0.58, n = 107) compared to those e-interns who were not mentored (M = 2.86,
SD = 0.53, n = 51).

Hypothesis 3

The extent to which e-interns had the opportunity to engage in contextual performance-
related tasks was the focus of the third hypothesis. In our sample, 90 out of 158 e-interns
(57%) confirmed that they got a chance to volunteer for extra activities, 96 (61%) had a
chance to help and cooperate with others, and 92 (58 %) could share job-related information,
knowledge and experience with other co-workers.

The third hypothesis proposed that mentored interns are more likely to report having
additional opportunities (H3). We used the same approach as in relation to H2. The results
(Table 3) confirmed that mentored e-interns had more opportunities to help out and co-
operate with others, and likewise had more opportunities in their e-internship to share
information, knowledge, and experience with co-workers. The degree to which e-interns could
share information was not related to whether or not they were the only one working virtually
in their team. This confirms the merit of mentoring and supports the premise that mentors
may create additional opportunities for their e-interns.

Expectancy count

Not
Answers Mentored  mentored

Opportunities (total N) Obs (exp)  Obs (exp) Statistics
Volunteering Yes (90) 62 (60.6) 28 (29.4) 721) = 024, p = 0.621;

No (63) 41 (424) 22 (20.6) phi = 0.04
Helping out/co-operating Yes (96) 71 (64.8) 25(31.2) 721) = 480 p = 0.028;

No (58) 33(39.2) 25 (18.8) phi =018
Sharing info/knowledge/ Yes (92) 70 (61.9) 22 (30.1) Z72(1) = 806 p = 0.005;
experience with co-workers No (61) 33 (41.1) 28 (19.9) phi =023 Table 3.
Note(s): N = 158. *significant result p < 0.05. The first number represents the observed count (Obs), the Mentoring and
number in the bracket represents the expected count (Exp). Likelihood analysis results include Pearson Chi additional

Square and asymptotic significant (2-sided). Some missing values opportunities
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Discussion

The goal of the current paper was to examine the occurrence, experience and outcomes of
mentoring in e-internships. The following section provides a short summary of findings in
line with the hypotheses, followed by a discussion of limitations and future research. The
paper concludes with a discussion of practical implications and recommendations for
practitioners and those interested in implementing e-internships.

In overall terms, two-thirds of e-interns (107) reported that they were supported by
mentors who facilitated their professional development, growth and provided varying
degrees of help. Furthermore, more than half of the interns — whether mentored or not —
reported skills gains which were also noted as outcomes in traditional internships (Feldman,
2016; Griffin and Coelhoso, 2019; Kapareliotis et al., 2019). This confirms the proposition that
e-internships — like traditional internships — can promote skill development, as suggested by
Bayerlein and Jeske (2018). In short, e-internships provide a new opportunity to study work-
applied learning outside educational settings and within organisational settings, thus
expanding our understanding of work-based and work-applied learning in organisational
settings as discussed in the works by Critten (2016) and Garnett et al. (2016).

Three hypotheses were examined. The first hypothesis proposed that length of
e-internships would be related to satisfaction with the mentoring received by participants
(H1). However, H1 was not supported. Mentoring satisfaction was not subject to the length of
the e-internship. Additional exploratory analyses suggested that e-interns who had cross-
boundary e-internships actually tended to be more — not less—likely to be mentored. On the
one hand, it is possible that higher growth-need strength (a moderator suggested by
Hackman and Oldham, 1980) increased mentoring satisfaction among all mentees, regardless
of the length of the e-internship. On the other hand, the results suggest that the relationship
with the mentor is more important than the length of the e-internship. This is in line with the
suggestion by Kuh (2008) who proposed that in order for traditional internships to be
impactful, interns need to have the opportunity to have, and develop, relationships with those
who share their interests. The mentoring that our e-interns received has potentially fulfilled
this function. Furthermore, mentors can support goal setting and achievement. This would be
in line with work that has shown that the “perceived value of the supervisor-intern exchange
has a significant relationship with perceived internship value” (Neelam et al, 2019, pp. 92).

The second hypothesis suggested that mentored interns are more likely to report skill
gains than interns who are not mentored during their e-internships (H2). This hypothesis was
supported, particularly in relation to communication and strategic thinking about problems.
These results align with evidence from other studies that have shown that mentors can help
mentees to improve their critical thinking (Griffin and Coelhoso, 2019) and people and
communication skills (Barnett ef al,, 2017). Additionally, mentees have more opportunity to
address communication issues and get advice on how to tackle problems strategically
compared to their peers who were not mentored.

The third hypothesis reflected the premise of the second hypothesis in that mentors create
additional learning opportunities (H3). Two-thirds of those who were mentored had more
chance to help and cooperate with others. Furthermore, a similar number of mentored e-
interns were able to share information, knowledge and experience with co-workers. These
findings also indicate that mentoring in e-internships can generate additional opportunities to
work and engage with others. This links to other work that found mentoring can positively
contribute to knowledge sharing (Burnette, 2017) and increase networking opportunities for
e-interns as well as traditional interns (Bilsland et al., 2019; Cohen, 2014; Nghia and My Duyen,
2018), thus raising the visibility of the mentee in the organisation (Ensher et al, 2003).

The correlations between information accuracy, feedback adequacy and mentoring
satisfaction reflect the importance of setting accurate expectations. Prior research has shown
that when interns have a clear understanding of what they need to achieve, they are more



likely to be both effective and satisfied (Kapareliotis ef al, 2019). The lower the discrepancy
between internship expectations and the actual experience, the higher interns’ satisfaction
(Neelam et al., 2019). This suggests that communication before and during the internship (e.g.
with the help of a mentor) can make a significant difference to interns’ experience, which in
turn, may promote skill development among e-interns.

In summary, our research suggest that e-internships lead to skill development,
particularly when e-interns are supported by mentors — even when e-internships are
relatively short (e.g. a few weeks rather than several months). The next section provides an
overview of practical points that address managerial practices and outline the potential
benefits of mentoring for organisations wishing to adopt e-internship schemes.

Practical implications

Mentoring can be a very appropriate option for many organisations for a number of reasons.
Mentoring enables supervisors to personalize support to e-interns, allowing them to focus on
strengths, career advice, and developmental areas. Offering training that assumes a one-size-
fits-all may not be as effective as mentoring (especially when the business is small and does
not have traditional or e-internship coordinators or trainers), in terms of the costs involved or
the motivational potential that mentoring has for e-interns seeking direction on the job and in
their career.

On a practical level, organisations can construct their e-internships independently from
educational requirements. Many educational providers require curriculum alignment (Metso
and Kianto, 2014), which means that traditional internships often need to fit academic
timelines and meet certain skill gaps to complement what is taught in higher education.
However, such alignment may be an option — not a requirement — if employers decide to offer
e-internships that are not tied to an academic curriculum or credit system.

Interestingly, some reciprocal effects can emerge, as the learning experience is not limited
to the e-interns (Jeske and Axtell, 2018b). Their supervisors learn from their interns and
benefit, for example, via activities that involve the co-construction and exchange of
knowledge (Bello and Mansour, 2013; Jeske and Axtell, 2016a, b; Ruggerio and Boehm, 2017).
Mentoring offers supervisors the opportunity to learn from interns about different
perspectives and trends (Bhattacharya and Neelam, 2018). Especially when cross-cultural
elements come into play, mentoring can help supervisors and e-interns to discover and clarify
different cultural expectations. The interactions that are part of mentoring may thus create a
mutually beneficial channel of communication to clarify expectations, reduce uncertainty and
increase traditional and e-internship value (Bhattacharya and Neelam, 2018; Griffin and
Coelhoso, 2019). Having mentors benefits organisations by reducing silent drop-out, which is
important as dropping out of an e-internship is significantly easier than leaving a traditional
internship.

Numerous resources such as online resources are available to support managers, even
those in small and non-profit businesses, who wish to offer mentoring and training at work
even for very short periods of time (Hamori, 2019; Hughes ef al, 2018). A number of
international organisations (e.g. The European Mentoring and Coaching Council) provide
information online. In addition, several relevant resources have been published that can be
consulted by employers wishing to adopt mentoring schemes (e.g. The SAGE Handbook of
Mentoring by Clutterbuck et al., 2017). Particularly worth mentioning is the Virtual Mentoring
case Model by Owen and Whalley (2017), as this is a framework for virtual mentoring.

Limitations and future research
A number of methodological limitations apply. First, the study relied on interns in different
national settings. Cultural variables were not the focus of the survey, although these have
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played a role and ought to be considered in future studies. Indeed, more work to examine the
specific aspects that support or inhibit mentoring success may be worth pursuing to gain an
in-depth understanding of the dynamics behind cross-boundary differences and mentoring.
In addition, we did not have a comparison group of interns who work at physical locations
(e.g. a control group completing traditional internships in the same organisations) to be able
to determine how different the respondents’ experiences are from interns who had a
comparable face-to-face experience.

The diversity was the result of the sampling, as we did not restrict sampling to
participants in either India or the USA alone, but kept the survey open to anybody who
completed an e-internship. However, the experience of the largely Indian sample is
worthwhile exploring. Indeed, a large number of articles of late have studied the experience of
Indian students in traditional internships where these internships are seen as critical to
ensure that graduates become job-ready (Attri and Kushkaha, 2018; Bhattacharya and
Neelam, 2018). Particularly developing countries and large economies such as India and
China, but also countries such as Australia, are struggling to provide traditional internship
opportunities to increasing numbers of students (Chand and Deshmukh, 2019). This could
explain the rising attractiveness of e-internships and investments in entirely simulated
internships (Bayerlein and Jeske, 2018) in countries such as India (see Chand and Deshmukh,
2019). This might explain the popularity of both traditional and computer-mediated
internships, including the high participation rates of Indian participants in this survey.

And second, the study did not include a measure of similarity between mentors and
mentees (or mentor-mentee fit). This was a potential control variable as Allen and Eby (2003)
showed that when mentors were perceived to be similar to mentees, mentees reported that the
mentoring relationship was of higher quality and resulted in more learning. Similarly, we did
not differentiate between formal or informal mentoring, but based all reports on the
dichotomous agreement of our participants to our definition of mentoring. In addition, we did
not include a measure regarding the frequency with which mentors and mentees met during
their e-internships. More frequent and regular interactions support the development of
mentoring relationships over time (Bierema and Merriam, 2002). The results we reported here
were collected between 2013 and 2015. However, we argue that the findings around
mentoring remain relevant given the emergence of more and more interactive tools that can
support mentoring and the increasing presence of e-internships today across many different
continents.

At a conceptual level, two limitations should be mentioned. In the present study,
mentoring was not differentiated in terms of its perceived temporary or long-term merit (e.g.
career or psychosocial), but only examined mentoring effects overall. The magnitude of
benefits depends on the kind of mentoring individuals receive (Allen et al., 2004). And finally,
the research focused only on skill-based outcomes, not cognitive and affective outcomes.
Considering all three dimensions of training in the context of e-internships may generate
more comprehensive insights into the dynamics that determine which learning outcomes are
achieved. Additionally, limitations pertain to the reliance on self-report and the use of
descriptive variables (e.g. skill development).

Two final areas requiring more research should be mentioned. First, there is a general lack
of information on the prevalence rate of e-internships across various countries (the schemes
are currently particularly prominent in India and the USA). By extension, no work has
examined the experience of e-interns in relation to cross-cultural differences and how this
might influence their satisfaction with mentors. Second, there is a dearth of potential
theoretical frameworks available that consider the psychosocial and technological predictors
of learning outcomes in computer-mediated training and mentoring situations.

A number of models can be used to explore the influence of technology on personal
interactions and skill gain in e-internships in future studies. The Technology Assistance



Model considers perceived usefulness and ease of use of information technology (see Davis,
1989). The Technology Acceptance Model has already been applied to e-learning (Abdullah
and Ward, 2016). An application to e-mentoring in combination with another model may be
the way forward. The United Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (e.g. Venkatesh
et al, 2003) considers factors such as performance and effort expectancies, social influence
and facilitation conditions as predictor of intention and technological use behaviours. A
combination of these models, in concert with considering the growth and relatedness needs
(see Hackman and Oldham (1980), might provide a start towards a theory of work-based
learning (e.g. mentoring and training) among adults in computer-mediated settings.
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